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Chapter 1

Questioning Hybridity

Philipp W. Stockhammer

Why should we question “hybridity” once again? This term that has been constantly

debated since Homi Bhabha published his seminal work The Location of Culture in
1994. Especially within the context of globalization, cultural transformations are

being increasingly analysed as hybridization processes. Hybridity itself, however,

is often treated as a specifically postcolonial phenomenon and discussions have

rarely overcome the narrow boundaries within this narrow field of study. In most

other disciplines, the terms hybridity and hybridization are used to characterize

phenomena which are easily detected as somehow “borderline” but not so easily

explained.

The workshop “Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization – A Transdisciplinary

Approach” and its subsequent publication aim to go beyond the narrow realm of

each discipline’s focus. The contributors to this volume assume the historicity of

transcultural flows and entanglements; they consider the resulting transformative

forces to be a basic feature of cultural change. This broad, transdisciplinary per-

spective makes our approach unique, because many disciplines are represented in

this volume that have just embarked on new theoretical and methodological

approaches to analyse cultural hybridization. Apart from cultural and social anthro-

pology, contributors come variously from archaeology, art history, linguistics,

literature studies, political studies, philosophy, and business administration. Each

discipline has its own perception of hybridization and related methodologies and

each contributor to this volume presents his or her view of hybridization and shows

how it operates in specific cases. The aim is to generate a multidisciplinary view of

hybridity that paves the way for a wider application of this crucial concept within

the social sciences.

During the workshop, crucial questions emerged about the phenomenon of

“hybridity” and its conceptualization: Why do we need “hybridity”? Should we

still use this term or do we have to find other terms for analyzing relevant

phenomena? Can “hybridity” become a concept at all or should it only be used in

a metaphorical way? Do we need a meta-theory of “hybridity”?

We are all aware that the possibilities offered by the concept of hybridity are

deeply rooted in its even more problematic counterpart: purity. This has long been

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
Transcultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-21846-0_1, # Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2012
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neglected in postcolonial studies, which have unconsciously re-introduced the

notion of purity into cultural studies. Hybridity can only exist in opposition to

purity; if we speak of hybridity, we must accept the existence of purity. Every aim

to transcend borders starts with the acknowledgement of those borders, confirming

the existence of what needs to be overcome. Every discipline which argues about

hybridity has to define what it understands to be pure. If nothing can be designated

as pure, everything is hybrid and hybridity becomes a redundant term which might

then be used in a metaphorical way for stimulating discussion, but not as a concep-

tual tool. Without doubt, individuals or groups can perceive something as “pure” on

ideological grounds. However, this perception of purity may not be useful for an

epistemological approach, but deeply linked with xenophobia and racism. Purity

has so often been invented by the powerful as a strategy of suppression that this

term has to be handled with utmost caution. Therefore, it is important to acknowl-

edge the existence of the three dimensions of hybridity: Firstly, the construction and

perception of hybridity – and purity as its opposite – by different individuals or

groups who have built structures and ideologies upon those two notions in order to

maintain or enforce asymmetric power relations; secondly, hybridity as a metaphor

for a scientific approach that aims at analyzing and deconstructing asymmetric

power relations that result from assumptions of cultural purity; thirdly, hybridity as

the basis of a methodological approach for the analysis of transcultural encounters.

On the basis of these three dimensions, our twofold interest in hybridity and thus

also purity becomes obvious: within the broad framework of our research, we use

hybridity in a metaphorical way to outline the scientific and, of course, political

goal of our research. We are simultaneously scientists and contemporaries, and thus

aware of the political routedness, dangers and opportunities of our approach.

Within our particular realms of study, it is our goal to use “hybridity” in a methodo-

logical way, to operationalize the concept in a way that permits an analysis of each

discipline’s specific body of sources.

If “hybridity” is to develop into a useful concept, a plethora of questions need

answering: what makes this phenomenon possible and how influential are factors

such as power, market and space in bringing about hybridity? Can we distinguish

different kinds of hybridization? How can we measure its various intensities and

states? Some consider measurement theory to be a helpful tool, while others doubt

the sense of measuring what might be defined as a political strategy. In order to

recognize different manifestations of hybridization one has to divide its ongoing

process into a consecutive series of arbitrary states and determine the factors

triggering its start and development. One useful analytical tool might be agency

theory, because hybridity is inseparably connected with creativity. However, crea-

tivity and agency are rooted in individual experiences and identities, which in turn

explain the heterogeneity of hybridization processes. This heterogeneity is another

obstacle in the search for structures underlying such processes. Thus, our analysis

must start with individual processes of hybridization, within each ofwhich the actor(s)

in their context are examined first. Influential factors such as power, market,

or space, which influence the actor’s decisions, need to be evaluated in this initial

analytical step. Secondly, we have to describe the evolution and subsequent
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outcomes of every individual process of hybridization. Thirdly, we must consider

the dialectical relationship between the actor(s) and the outcomes of the ongoing

process in which s/he participates creatively.

The workshop and its publication are part of Research Area D, “Historicities and

Heritage”, at the Heidelberg Cluster of Excellence “Asia and Europe in a Global

Context”. This research area’s aim is to analyze different concepts of history

as competing interpretations of time and space, the so-called historicities. The

governing idea of historicity is deeply connected with hybridization in two ways.

First, the use of the term “historicity” presupposes that history is always perceived

and recorded locally and individually. This means that the so-called grand narra-

tives or world histories are locally appropriated in a process which might, in many

cases, be termed hybridization. Second, every historical perspective is diachronic

and most diachronic developments are connected with change. Change, however, is

often inseparably connected with phenomena of cultural hybridization.

Markus Hilgert, former head of Research Area D, has always been a supporter of

my ideas and provided the necessary financial background for the workshop.

I would like to express my deep gratitude to him and to all those people without

whom the organization of this workshop and the subsequent publication of its

results would not have been such an easy task. The Cluster’s administration team,

Brigitte Merz, Annette Kobler, Sabine Urbach, Petra Kourschil and Iris Mucha,

supported the financial and administrative preparations as well as public relations in

many ways. Andrea Hacker’s help facilitated the fast publication of the workshop’s

results. Last but not least I would like to thank Joseph Maran and my wife Christina

Sanchez-Stockhammer for invaluable discussions on the topic and their powerful

and enduring support.
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Chapter 2

Cultural Hybridity: Between Metaphor

and Empiricism

Andreas Ackermann

Abstract Hybridity is becoming increasingly fashionable, most notably in the field

of post-colonial literary studies, which focus, mainly through the analysis of texts,

on the suppression and resistance of social as well as cultural minorities amid the

present global condition. A brief outline of the history of the term shows, however,

that for the most part of the twentieth century it was predominantly used in anthro-

pology, sociology and history, until literary scholars took it up in the 1980s. Based

first on a biological model focusing on the issue of miscegenation, the term shifted

to a linguistic model stressing the subversive potential of a hybrid counter-culture.

The essay then moves on to a discussion of the central metaphors of ‘borrowing’,

‘mixing’ and ‘translating’, underlying the concept of hybridity. After proposing

to shift the perspective on hybridity from the text-based to a more empirically

grounded analysis, potential areas of future research are discussed, such as hybrid

objects, as well as situations of and responses to cultural contact.

2.1 Introduction

Hybridity is becoming increasingly fashionable, most notably in the field of post-

colonial literary studies, which focus, mainly through the analysis of texts, on

suppression and resistance of social as well as cultural minorities amid the global

condition. In a way, it seems that hybridity and globalization always go together –

and go together well. Both are slippery, ambiguous terms, at once literal and

metaphorical, descriptive and explanatory. Both are in fashion – so much so, that

serious definitional effort is needed to keep them as analytical tools. With globali-

zation, the question is, what is not globalization, and when did it start? With

hybridity, one has to ask, which culture is not hybrid – and have ‘original’ cultures

ever existed? Although this essay cannot attempt to really answer these questions, it

is more than obvious that cultural diversity and cultural borrowing are not exclusive

phenomena of ‘modernity’. Equating globalization with modernization and West-

ernization tends to overlook the influence of non-Western cultures on ‘the West’
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and at the same time overrates the homogeneity of Western culture(s). Until the

fourteenth century, Europe was an ardent recipient of cultural influences from the

so-called ‘Orient’ and to speak of something like a Western hegemony makes sense

only from the nineteenth century onwards. Ethnic as well as cultural diversity, on

the other hand, are universal and diachronic phenomena, they can be found both

in simple societies in pre-industrial times and in complex societies under late

capitalism.

History provides us with many examples of plural societies such as the Roman

Empire, Islamic Spain, the caste system in India, the Ottoman Empire, as well as the

colonial societies of Southeast Asia. Recent examples of cultural pluralism are the

USA, Canada and Australia, but also Singapore, Gibraltar and – increasingly so –

Germany (cf. Ackermann and M€uller 2002). Similarly, historians have discovered

hybrid or syncretistic phenomena in many realms of supposedly homogeneous

Western history, such as the interaction between Greeks and Romans in the process

of ‘Hellenization’, in the Byzantine, Jewish and Muslim contributions to the

Renaissance, in the cultural exchanges between Catholics and Protestants in the

course of the Reformation, and also in the European missions to Asia, Africa and

America.

The following essay intends to debate the analytic potential of the hybridity

concept, by first outlining the history of the term, and then moving on to a discus-

sion of the central metaphors underlying the concept of hybridity. In doing so, it is

inspired to a large extent by the stimulating essay on cultural hybridity by the

historian Peter Burke (b. 1937) (2009). Since it is written from an anthropological

perspective, however, it will come as no surprise that the importance of empirically

grounded analysis is stressed with regards to hybrid phenomena. Therefore, poten-

tial areas of future research are introduced, such as hybrid objects, as well as

situations of and responses to cultural contact that are considered hybrid. However,

a few opening remarks on the history of this concept seem appropriate.

2.2 Situating Hybridity

The word ‘hybrid’ has developed from biological and botanical origins: in Latin it

meant the offspring of a tame sow and a wild boar, and hence, as the Oxford English

Dictionary puts it, ‘of human parents of different races, half-breed’. As a metaphor,

the expression relates to linguistic compositions from different languages or, more

generally, everything that is composed of different or incongruent elements. Until

the nineteenth century the term was hardly used, and not with the racist undertone it

accrued in the nineteenth century. Hybridity, according to the important scholar of

hybridity Robert J. C. Young (b. 1950), was used to denote the crossing of people of

different races only since the second half of the nineteenth century. By this time,

it had received a wholly negative connotation, referring to the mixing of different

species that would result in ‘impurity’. However, the ambiguity of the term already
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surfaces when we consider that those of mixed race were often invoked as the most

beautiful human beings of all (Young 1995, 16).

For a long time, hybridity, mixing and mutation were seen as degrading (that

is, lowered by racial mixture from pure whiteness, the highest grade), harming

a supposed purity in biology as well as in culture and society. The formulation of

Mendel’s Laws in 1865, however, as well as the developments in biology in the early

twentieth century, resulted in a re-evaluation according to which cross-breeding and

polygeneticmaterial are seen as an enrichment of the gene pool. In nineteenth century

conceptions of race the term changed from a biological to a cultural metaphor:

various races were treated as biologically differing species, whose commingling

was seen as problematic, dangerous and scandalous. As a result, aspects of ‘fertility’

and intermarriage determined discussions about hybridity. Hybridity as a sexual

phantasm that is simultaneously feared and desired can be found in the debates

about slavery and eugenics, as well as in anti-Semitic and Nazi texts.

2.2.1 Hybridity in Anthropology, Sociology and History

The concept of cultural hybridity started its academic career early in the twentieth

century when it was taken up in various disciplines, particularly sociology, anthro-

pology and history (even if the term was not always used). In anthropology and

sociology, hybridity first played a part in the studies on migration in urban contexts.

Robert Ezra Park (1864–1944), one of the founders of sociology in Chicago, used

the term in the 1920s with reference to the massive influx of immigrants from Europe.

Going back to depictions of the emancipated Jew and the stranger by Georg Simmel

(1858–1918) and Alfred Sch€utz (1899–1959) respectively, he described migrants as

‘marginal men’ or ‘cultural hybrids’ living in two worlds, in both of which they

would remain strangers, thus giving the term a rather negative connotation

(Park 1974).

The anthropologist and sociologist Gilberto Freyre (1900–1987), by contrast,

analysed the cultural hybridity of colonial society in Brazil in very positive terms.

He described Brazil as a country where different racial and cultural contributions had

met and generated a specific ethos and culture, full of harmonic and creative social

relations (Freyre 1946). Although Freyre had no doubts about the existence of racial

differences as regard habit, character, and attitudes to nature, he regarded these (after

Franz Boas, under whom he had studied Anthropology in New York for 2 years) as

the cultural product of long-term climatic, economic, and ecological adaptations. The

type of social and psychological relations that were involved in colonial plantation

society, according to Freyre, created the contradictory but dynamic system of social

intimacy and violence, of negotiation and authority, of sexuality and reproduction

between white masters and black slaves that was to constitute the true dynamics of

Brazilian society. One of the reasons for this he saw in the fact that the Portuguese

masters themselves had for a long time been the product of processes of cultural

and racial miscegenation, particularly with their Arab and Jewish neighbours.
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This ‘miscibility’, as Freyre called it, was responsible for the fact that the Portuguese

easilymingled with ‘women of color’ and procreatedmestizo sons. As a result, ‘a few
thousand daring males succeeded in establishing themselves firmly in possession of

a vast territory and were able to compete with great and numerous peoples in the

extension of their colonial domain and in the efficiency of their colonizing activity’

(Freyre 1946, 11). A second factor contributing to the hybridity of Brazilian society

was the ‘mobility’ of the Portuguese, as the colonial administration in Lisbon

shifted warriors, administrators and technicians from Asia to America and from

there to Africa. From the latter, whole communities were transported as slaves to

Brazil. A little later, the sociologist Fernando Ortiz (1881–1969) and the novelist-

musicologist Alejo Carpentier y Valmont (1904–1980) made similar points about

Cuba (Ortiz 1947; Carpentier 2001).

At the same time, cultural anthropologist Melville Herskovits (1895–1963),

working on Haiti, discussed what he called the ‘syncretising’ of African gods and

Catholic saints into the religious practice of voodoo (Herskovits 1937a). The histori-

cal background of the phenomenon results from the efforts – made everywhere in the

New World – to convert the African slaves to Christianity; in Haiti, baptism into

the Catholic Church was required for all those who were unloaded from the holds of

the slave ships. He described how followers of voodoo, descendents of the slaves

brought to Haiti in the eighteenth century, professed nominal Catholicism, while at

the same time belonging to so-called ‘fetish cults’ originating from Africa. These

cults exhibit Catholic elements and specific identifications are made between African

gods and Catholic Saints. St. Anthony, for example, corresponds with Legba, the

widelyworshipped godwho inDahomey guards crossroads and entrances to temples,

compounds, and villages, for the reason that St. Anthony is represented on religious

images as an old man, poorly dressed, carrying a wand which supports him as he

walks. St. Patrick, on whose image serpents are depicted, is identified with Damballa,

the Dahomean rainbow-serpent deity, one of the most widely worshipped and impor-

tant Haitian voodoo gods. Following this logic further, Moses is held to be the ‘father

of Damballa’, because of the miracle he performed before Pharaoh when he threw his

staff to the ground and turned it into a serpent (Herskovits 1937b).

While not using the term explicitly, British social anthropologists associated

with the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in the 1940s and 1950s analysed hybrid

phenomena occurring in the Copperbelt, an area of mining towns in British Central

Africa (today Zambia). Designed after European models, rapidly-growing admin-

istrative and industrial centres develop in this region during the course of coloniza-

tion. Since they attracted many people from the countryside looking for jobs, these

towns constituted perfect fields of research for anthropologists interested in social

and cultural change. The members of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute thus

moved away from descriptions of enclosed cultures to an open and explicit focus

on colonial administration, race relations, urbanization, labour migration, ‘tribal-

ism’, political ethnicity, and social movements. In this context two studies that

focused on hybrid phenomena became prominent.

One is Max Gluckman’s (1911–1975) study of the opening ceremony of a bridge

in 1938, which he analyses as a hybrid mixture of Western technocrat-modernist
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and traditionalist Zulu symbolism (Gluckman 1958). The cutting of a tape stretched

across the bridge by the car of the Chief Native Commissioner, which was preceded

by Zulu warriors singing a traditional song, represented the key moment of the

ceremony. Most of the important Zulu were dressed in European riding clothes,

while the Zulu king wore a lounge suit; there were royal Zulu salutes and blessings

and European clapping and hymns, as well as speeches in a mixture of English and

Zulu. After the ceremony the whites retired to one side of the bridge for tea, while

the Zulus had traditional beer and sacrificial meat on the other side. Finally, the

Commissioner was sent some beer across the bridge, sending some tea back in the

opposite direction. Gluckman describes in detail the spatial mixings and separations

of the participants, in order to discuss their significance for an understanding of

power and race relations in colonial Africa (cf. Werbner 2001, 134–135).

The Kalela Dance (1956) by J. Clyde Mitchell (1918–1995) provides the second

example of a hybrid phenomenon, where a popular, supposedly ‘tribal’ dance is

performed to emphasize the unity of the Bisa tribe against all others on the

Copperbelt. Without using the term, Mitchell shows, however, the hybridity of

the concept of ‘tribe’ in the colonial system. First of all, the twenty dancers, mostly

men in their twenties, did not display any tribal insignia but wore European clothes

instead: neat singlets, well-pressed grey slacks, and well-polished shoes. One

member dressed as a ‘doctor’, in a white gown with a red cross at the front; he

did not dance but urged the dancers on. A ‘nursing sister’, the only woman in the

group and also in white, carried a mirror and a handkerchief around to the dancers

so that they would keep neat. The inclusion of these offices marked the kalela as

a type of dance inspired by the contact with Europeans, and it was widespread in

East and Central Africa during the first half of the twentieth century. The kalela,
according to Mitchell, originated from a kind of pantomime of the social structure

of the local European community, at a time when Africans had no opportunity of

appreciating the social pattern of the local community except through military rank

and the clear evidence of uniforms and public ceremonies. In their general preoc-

cupation with stylish appearances, the kalela dancers showed their adherence to

European-oriented ideas of prestige and did not, Mitchell noted, express antago-

nism toward Europeans or ridicule them by mimicking their comportment. Apart

from drumming, the dancing was accompanied by songs made up by the leader of

the team. Similarly, these songs did not recount the exploits of traditional Bisa

culture, but rather drew the attention of the audience to the attractive personalities

of the dancers or described various characteristics of town life. Others were con-

cerned with ethnic diversity, praising the virtues of the dancers’ own tribe, but also

ridiculing other groups and their customs. The language of the song, a so-called

‘Copperbelt Bemba’ and lingua franca of the town, was hybrid too, being admixed

with English and Pidgin-Zulu words and phrases. Mitchell interpreted the kalela
as a significant statement about the colonial, migratory and urban experience,

which involved mingling with strangers of many ethnic backgrounds (including

the whites), and finding ways of dealing with them (cf. Hannerz 1980, 131–135).

(In addition, one could point to the several African possession cults, such as for

instance the Haouka in West Africa, that evolved at the same time and likewise
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displayed predominantly military elements of Western colonial culture (cf. Jean

Rouch’s Maı̂tre fous).

Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009) discussed hybridity on a more abstract level,

with regard to mythology. Starting from an assumption about cosmic and social

ordering he analysed the role of tricksters – gods, spirits or anthropomorphic

animals who play tricks or otherwise disobey normal rules and conventional

behaviour – and clowns as mediators of opposite terms in mythic thought. Both

clown and trickster help to achieve the purpose of myth, which is to provide a logical

model capable of overcoming contradiction. Lévi-Strauss noted that as mediators,

tricksters must retain something of that duality – namely an ambiguous and equivo-

cal character (Lévi-Strauss 1963). Elsewhere he talks about the specific quality of

mythic thought, encompassing a double movement of de-contextualization and

re-contextualization, whereby an item is lifted out of its original setting and

modified to fit its new environment, an activity he refers to as ‘bricolage’ (Lévi-

Strauss 1968).

The British anthropologist Victor Turner (1920–1983) devoted his attention to

a particular hybrid phase in ritual he termed ‘liminality’. Based on the model by van

Gennep (2004), Turner distinguished three phases in rites de passage (such as, for

example, birth, puberty, marriage and death): separation, margin and aggregation.

Whereas the first phase of separation signifies the detachment of the individual or

group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure or a set of cultural

conditions, the third phase concludes the passage, so that the ritual subject is in

a stable state once more and has again rights and obligations of a clearly defined

and structured type. The second phase Turner calls ‘liminal’, constituting a state of

‘betwixt and between’, where the ritual subject does not belong to the former state

any more, but has not yet reached the new one. The position of the ritual subject

is ambiguous; he passes through a realm that has few or none of the attributes of the

past or coming state; he is alternately forced and encouraged to think about society,

the cosmos, and the powers that generate and sustain them. “Liminality,” writes

Turner, “breaks, as it were, the cake of custom and enfranchises speculation, giving

a ‘certain freedom to juggle with the factors of existence’ (Turner 1967, 106).

Hybridity is thus both: threatening and creative.

Mary Douglas (1921–2007) was interested in the ambiguous powers of exchange

inherent in anomalous conflations of otherwise distinct categories. Culture, follow-

ing Douglas, is supposed to provide clear-cut categories, classifications and

structured patterns that order the social life of a community. Hence, ambivalence,

anomaly, and ambiguity, in short: hybridity is perceived as an abomination. ‘Impu-

rity’ or ‘pollution’ usually pertain to substances, materials or qualities that are ‘out

of place’, because they do not properly fit the categories provided by the respective

culture. Douglas suggests, for example, that the only reason for the pig to be counted

as ‘unclean’ in Leviticus is its failure to fit into the relevant class of clean animals

that are both cloven-hoofed and ruminant (Douglas 1966, 56). Another example she

gives is of the pangolin, a creature that conflates categories normally kept apart: it

has scales like a fish, but climbs trees; it resembles rather an oviparous lizard than a

mammal, but suckles its young. For the Lele, who live in the Congo and have built a
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cult around the animal, the pangolin invites its initiates to turn round and confront

the categories on which their whole surrounding culture has been built up and to

recognise them for the fictive, man-made, arbitrary creations that they are (thus

paralleling Turners thoughts on liminality) (Douglas 1966, 169–170). Further, she

concludes elsewhere that people who have nothing to lose by exchange and every-

thing to gain will be predisposed towards the hybrid being, whereas people whose

experience of foreigners has been disastrous will cherish perfect categories, reject

exchange and refuse any doctrines of mediation (Douglas 1975, 307).

Starting with the 1960s, hybridity theory began to look to sites of resistance and

exclusion in Europe, as in Michel Foucault’s (1926–1984) analysis of heterotopic
spaces, for example (Foucault 1986). The sociologists Roland Barthes (1915–1980)

(Barthes 1972), and Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) (Bourdieu 1984), along with the

linguist and philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (Bakhtin 1984, see next section) analysed

popular mass culture as subversive and revitalising inversions of official discourses,

high-cultural aesthetic forms, or the exclusive lifestyles of dominant elites. Such

popular mixings and inversions, such as the subversive bricolages of youth cultures
analysed by media sociologist Dick Hebdige (b. 1951) (Hebdige 1979), are ‘hybrid’

in the sense that they juxtapose and fuse objects, languages and signifying practices

from different and normally separated domains and, by glorifying natural carnality

or ‘matter out of place’, challenge an official, puritanical public order (Werbner

1997, 2).

Europe likewise became the focus of historical studies dealing with hybrid

phenomena. The English cultural historian Christopher Dawson (1889–1970)

focussed on the period 500–1000, emphasizing the contributions by the Classical,

Christian and ‘Barbarian’ traditions to ‘the making of Europe’ (Dawson 1932).

Although Dawson did not use terms such as ‘hybridity’, the book may be viewed in

retrospect as a study in cultural contact, interaction and hybridization. In 1948,

the Spanish historian Américo Castro y Quesada (1885–1972) offered a then con-

troversial interpretation of Spanish history that privileged the encounters and

interactions between the Christian, Jewish and Muslim cultures, the so-called

convivencia (Castro 1954). In the 1950s, the British historian Arnold Toynbee

devoted two volumes of his multi-volume A Study of History to what he called

‘contacts between civilizations’ in space and time, ‘colliding cultures’, or the

‘diffraction’ of ‘culture-rays’ (Toynbee 1954; Burke 2009, 9).

2.2.2 Postcolonial Concepts of Hybridity

A strategic re-positioning of the term hybridity occurred during the 1980s, in

the area of the so-called post-colonial studies. Scholars from the field of literary

studies, most prominently Edward W. Said (1935–2003), Gayatri Chakravorty

Spivak (b. 1942) and Homi K. Bhabha (b. 1949), were concerned with problems

of representing ‘the Other’ in literature as well as in academia and thus developed

a renewed interest in the hybrid. They argue that since no culture has been left
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untouched by the global circulation of people, artefacts, signs and information,

culture these days is hybrid per se, constituting a locale of conflict between

representations of identity and difference. Hence post-colonial theorists are inter-

ested more in transitions and disruptions than in origins and homogeneity, in

difference more than in identity. This focus on the disruptive power of the

‘Other’ is the result not only of de-constructivist analyses and observations in the

history of literature, but also of biographical aspects: whereas Said was born in

Palestine but spent his life mostly in New York, Spivak moved from Calcutta

to New York and Bhabha from Bombay via Oxford to Chicago. Their personal

histories exemplify the fact that national cultures in the global condition are

co-produced increasingly from the perspective of minorities.

Post-colonial theory relies heavily on the ideas of the Russian linguist and

philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (1895–1975) who used ‘hybridity’ in its philological

sense in order to describe something particular in his own theory. For him, hybridity

delineates the way in which language, even within a single sentence, can be double-

voiced – one voice ironising and unmasking the other within the same utterance.

Bakhtin gave the sixteenth-century theological satire The Letters of Obscure Men
with its complex linguistic hybrid of Latin and German as one example, illustrating

what he called the ‘inter-illumination’ of languages. This inter-illumination,

according to Bakhtin, reached its highest point during the Renaissance and helped

stimulate literary innovation and creativity, most obviously in the works of François

Rabelais, to whom Bakhtin devoted a whole book (Bakhtin 1984). The idea of the

hybrid was linked to two concepts that were central to his thought, ‘heteroglossia’

and ‘polyphony’. While ‘heteroglossia’ refers to the diversity of language within

a single text, ‘polyphony’ is used to refer to the different voices adopted by

novelists such as Dostoyevsky (Burke 2009, 50–51).

However, it is Bakhtin’s distinction between intentional and organic hybridity

that appears to be most relevant for the phenomena discussed in this essay, because

it helps not only to avoid the postmodern paradox of celebrating hybridity ‘as

powerfully interruptive’ while at the same time theorizing it ‘as commonplace and

pervasive’ (Werbner 1997, 1), but also to account for the simultaneous coexistence

of both cultural change and resistance to change in groups. With organic hybridi-
zation Bakhtin refers to the unintentional, unconscious, everyday mixing and fusing

of diverse cultural elements, as for example in language. This can have culturally

productive effects, because unconscious hybrids ‘are pregnant with potential for

new world views, with new internal forms for perceiving the world in words’

(Bakhtin 1981, 360). Applying this to culture and society more generally, one can

say that ‘despite the illusion of boundedness, cultures evolve historically through

unreflective borrowings, mimetic appropriations, exchanges and inventions’, as

Pnina Werbner puts it, concluding that there ‘is no culture in and of itself’ (Werbner

1997, 4–5).

In contrast, intentional hybridity is the result of using conscious contrasts and

oppositions in an antithetical movement where, within a single discourse, one voice

is able to unmask authoritative discourse. With intentional hybridity two points of

view are not mixed, but set against each other dialogically. This can be used, for

12 A. Ackermann



example in the aesthetic domain, ‘to shock, change, challenge, revitalise or disrupt

through deliberate, intended fusions of unlike social languages and images’

(Werbner 1997, 5), thus creating an ironic double consciousness, a collision

between differing points of view on the world. In organic hybridity, the mixture

merges and is fused into a new language, world view or object; but intentional

hybridity sets different points of view against each other in a conflictual structure.

As Young has pointed out, Bakhtin’s doubled form of hybridity offers a particularly

significant dialectical model for cultural interaction: organic hybridity that tends

towards fusion, conflicting with intentional hybridity that enables a contestatory

activity, a politicised setting of cultural differences against each other in a dialogi-

cal mode (Young 1995, 22). This deliberate, provocative aesthetic challenge to an

implicit aesthetic, social or political order and identity, is felt to be most threatening

by those responsible for safeguarding the status quo. From a different aesthetic,

social or political position, however, this intentional hybridity can be seen as

liberating, revitalising, or simply ‘fun’ (Werbner 1997, 5).

Bhabha took up Bakhtin’s concept of intentional hybridity, shifting it as a means

of subverting authority to the colonial situation. In his interpretation of colonial

texts, hybridity reveals ‘the ambivalence at the source of traditional discourses of

authority’, where the discourse of colonial authority loses its univocal grip on

meaning and finds itself open to traces of the language of the Other, enabling the

critic to chart complex movements of disarming alterity. One example is Bhabha’s

reading of a report by Anund Messeh, one of the first indigenous catechists in India

(Bhabha 1994). In the year of 1817, Messeh meets a group of about 500 Indian men,

women and children in a grove of trees outside the city of Delhi. It turns out that

they are reading the Bible in a translation which they claim has been given them by

an angel (who, as Messeh knows, must have been a missionary). When the catechist

points out to them that this is the religious book of the white man, translated so that

they could also use it, he is confronted with disbelief. For the Indians this is

inconceivable because the white man eats meat, which is also the reason why

they would not partake of the Christian sacrament. Bhabha finds hybridity in the

fact that–contrary to the original purpose of the missionaries–the translated Bibles

did not help to depose the Indian gods, but inspired them rather to question the

authority of the colonisers. The book, intended to demonstrate the superiority of

English civilisation, becomes the starting-point for questioning this very superior-

ity. Thus colonialism, according to Bhabha, produces hybridity as the starting-point

for resistance against its authority (cf. Ackermann 2004, 148f.).

With Orientalism (1978), Edward Said already focused the study of colonialism

on its discursive operations, showing the intimate connection between the language

and forms of knowledge developed for the study of cultures and the history of

colonialism and imperialism. The book analysed the kinds of concepts and

representations of ‘the Orient’ as well as of ‘the Oriental’ used in literary texts,

travel writings, memoirs and academic studies as a means to grasp the diverse

ideological practices of colonialism. In charting ‘the complicity of Western literary

and academic knowledge with the history of colonialism’ (Young), Said empha-

sized the ways in which seemingly impartial, objective academic disciplines had in
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fact colluded with, and indeed been instrumental in, the production of actual forms

of colonial subjugation and administration. Orientalism thus provided powerful

evidence of the complicity between politics and knowledge. Orientalism, Said

argued, is simply ‘a kind of Western projection onto and will to govern over the

orient’ (Young 1995, 159–160). Regarding hybridity, Said argued that since all

cultures are involved in one another, none could be understood as single and pure,

because all are heterogeneous (Said 1993, xxix).

The work of Spivak focuses on the complex mechanisms of subjugation not only

of the colonial subject, but of the female subject in particular. Her most famous

essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988) discusses the position of women in colonial

discourse, taking as an example the ban on the practice of burning or burying alive

widows along with the body of their deceased husband (‘sati’) by the colonial

authorities in India. Spivak finds that the women concerned have no voice in the

discourse of ‘sati’, being neither represented adequately by the indigenous elite nor

by the English. Both sides claim to speak for and at the same time in place of the

women, the colonial administration depicting them as passive victims that have to

be protected from their own culture, Brahmin ideology suggesting their deliberate

choice of death. Thus the women are not only oppressed, but are in a subaltern

position where they cannot speak, because they are not listened to. Spivak points to

the fact that this is the case not only in colonial discourse, but also in many ongoing,

supposedly intellectual-critical discourses. Hence she cautions ‘our enthusiasm for

migrant hybridity’, lest ‘the subaltern is once again silent for us’ (Spivak 1993, 255).

This short outline of the use of the term hybridity in the humanities has revealed

two paths in its transformation. On the one hand, it has moved from a biological

conceptualization that extends the problems of miscegenation to embrace a more

culturo-political meaning, which has been mediated by the linguistic model of

Bakhtin. On the other hand, the originally rather negative connotations of the

concept make way for a much more positive understanding of mixing and fusion

that would lead to a challenging counter-culture. At the same time, the perspective

on hybridity shifts from the (colonial) periphery, of for instance Brazil (Freyre),

Haiti (Herskovits) or Africa (Gluckmann, Mitchell, Turner, Douglas) to the post-

colonial centre (at least in the perspective of those involved, although Park already

did his research in the Metropolis). So we now have a background against which the

various metaphors pertaining to hybridity can be discussed in order to reveal their

potential for new insight.

2.3 Metaphors of Hybridity

Of course, hybridity is but one in a sea of metaphors attempting to come to terms

with processes of cultural transformation. Roughly three metaphorical fields can,

following Burke, be distinguished as dominating the discourse on phenomena

regarded as ‘hybrid’: borrowing, mixing, and translating.
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2.3.1 Borrowing

First, there is the field of ‘borrowing’, a term referring to economics and in which

several metaphors can be found. Cultural interaction has often been discussed

in terms of imitation – sometimes with a positive connotation (as in classical and

renaissance literary theory), sometimes with negative connotations, as for instance

when people following foreign models are denounced as ‘aping’ or imitating in

a slavish manner. The idea of appropriation stems from the context of theological

discussions about the uses early Christians were allowed to make of pagan culture.

Interestingly enough, the French Catholics Michel de Certeau (1926–86) and Paul

Ricoeur (1913–2005) both have drawn on this tradition (Burke 2009, 36; 38).

Cultural borrowing is often a pejorative term, indicating that the borrowers’

culture is not sufficiently original. Both the French historian Fernand Braudel

(1902–1985) and Edward Said, however, were convinced that the history of all

cultures is the history of cultural borrowing. Acculturation, on the other hand, is

a more technical term, suggesting a subordinate culture adopting traits from the

dominant culture. Thus it can be equated with assimilation, a word frequently used

in discussions about the processes of cultural transformation in the course of

migration. More interesting with regards to hybridity is the concept of transcul-
turation attributed to Freyre (1986) and Ortiz (1947) and now advocated by media

studies scholar Marwan Kraidy, because is implies not merely a one-way, but rather

a two-way process (Kraidy 2005, 51ff.).

Finally, there are the concepts of accommodation and negotiation. While Cicero

referred to accommodation by stressing the need for orators to adapt their style to

their respective audience, Pope Gregory used the term to point out the necessity to

make the Christian message acceptable to pagans. The concept of negotiation is

frequently employed in analyses of ethnic identity, aimed at expressing the multi-

plicity and fluidity of identification, which can be modified in different ways

according to different situations (Burke 2009, 42–45).

2.3.2 Mixing

As we have already seen with the concept of hybridity, mixture, ‘hotchpotch’ or

‘mishmash’ was for a long time viewed mainly as a kind of disorder. Fusion is

a ‘metallic’ metaphor, first used by German explorer and botanist Karl von Martius

(1794–1868) to imply that the history of Brazil might be written in terms of the

fusion of the three races, the Portuguese, the Indians and the Africans (Martius

2003). Today the concept of fusion has become widespread in contexts ranging

from music to cuisine. The idea of ‘the melting pot’ is, of course, not very

far removed. The Jewish writer Israel Zangwill (1864–1926) was the author of

the eponymous drama, where he envisaged the acceptance of immigrants as

‘Americans’ in ‘God’s crucible, the great Melting Pot where all the races of Europe
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are melting and refining’ (Zangwill 1925). Plutarch (c. 46–120) was the first to use

the term syncretism, in the sense of a political alliance. In the seventeenth century

the term railed against efforts to unite different groups of Protestants, evoking

a kind of religious chaos. Two centuries later the word had acquired a positive

meaning in the context of studies of religion in classical antiquity, as for example

with the Belgian scholar Franz Cumont (1868–1947), who used it to discuss the

identification between gods or goddesses from different cultures. The aforemen-

tioned anthropologist Herskovits applied the concept in his study of Afro-American

religion in Haiti, discussing the equation between Christian saints and African

deities. The term of mestizaje, a kind of Spanish-American conceptualization of

hybridity, is simultaneously used in the literal sense of ‘interbreeding’ and the

metaphorical sense of the ‘intermingling of cultures’. It has been a term of abuse

and praise as well as of academic analysis, as employed for example by Freyre and

the sociologist Roger Bastide (1898–1974) (the latter using its French version,

metissage).

2.3.3 Translating

The idea of cultural translation has been quite successful in the humanities, a fact

that may be linked to the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ and in particular to the idea of

‘culture as text’, which has been championed most prominently by the cultural

anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926–2006). The concept of anthropology as ‘the

art of translation’ (Crick 1976, 164), however, is older than that. British social

anthropologists Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942) and Edward Evans-Pritchard

(1902–73) both used the term in describing the methods of their discipline.

Malinowski claimed that ‘the learning of a foreign culture is like the learning

of a foreign tongue’ and that, through his books, he was attempting to translate

Melanesian conditions into our own (Malinowski 1929, 25–26). Similarly, Evans-

Pritchard in 1951 wrote about ‘translation from one culture to another’ and the skill

necessary ‘to translate a foreign culture into the language of one’s own’ (Evans-

Pritchard 1951, 81–82). His student Godfrey Lienhardt (1921–1993) described

translation as a central task of social anthropology: ‘The problem of describing to

others how members of a remote tribe think then begins to appear largely one of

translation, of making the coherence primitive thought has in the languages it really

lives in, as clear as possible in our own’ (Lienhardt et al. 1954, 97).

The term ‘creole’ has been employed for centuries in Spanish, Portuguese,

French and English to describe people born in the Americas whose ancestors

came from other continents. Generalizing from studies of the Caribbean, linguists

have come to employ the term creolization to describe the situation in which a

former lingua franca or pidgin develops a more complex structure as people begin

to use it for general purposes, or even to learn it as their first language. Building on

their affinities or congruence, two languages in contact change to become like

one another and thus ‘converge’ to create a third, which often takes most of its
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vocabulary from one of the parent languages and its structure or syntax from the

other (Burke 2009, 61–62). The anthropologist Ulf Hannerz (b. 1942) has trans-

ferred the creole concept to the post-colonial cultures of the global condition, which

he describes as a ‘world in creolisation’. Thus he speaks of ‘creole cultures’ that

draw in some way on two or more historical sources, often originally widely

different (Hannerz 1987, 552).

After this brief tour d’horizon through a sea of metaphors and concepts it might

look as though there are too many terms in circulation to describe and analyse the

processes of cultural transformation that interest this essay. However, although

concepts are supposed to help solve intellectual problems, they often create

problems themselves. So a plurality of concepts should not confuse but rather

help us to come to terms with the discussed phenomena, because ‘each concept

encourages its users to become aware of problems that alternative concepts

obscure’ (Burke 2009, 54).

In the case of ‘appropriation’, for example, we have to ask who appropriates

what and for what purposes, and what is the logic of a choice that selects some items

from a repertoire and rejects others. The concept of ‘syncretism’, on the other hand,

asks for an investigation into the extent to which the different elements have

blended. Hybridity, like ‘mixing’, seems to exclude individual agency, evoking

the outside observer that studies culture as if it were nature, and the products of

individuals and groups as if they were botanical specimens. By contrast, concepts

such as ‘appropriation’ ‘accommodation’ and ‘cultural translation’ throw more

light on human agency and creativity (Burke 2009, 54–55).

The notion of translation, again, has the further advantage of emphasizing the

work that needs to be done in order to domesticate the alien, as well as the strategies

and tactics employed. In addition, it is a fairly neutral term with associations of

cultural relativism. However, when employing the metaphor of translation one also

has to pay attention to what in a given culture resists translation, as well as to what

is lost in the process of translation from one culture to another (Burke 2009, 58–61).

Finally, it should not be forgotten that Geertz’ idea of ‘culture as text’ has sparked

a long and intense debate about the limits of the metaphor and the ways cultures

do differ from texts (e.g. Clifford and Marcus 1986).

2.4 Researching Hybridity

Discussing the post-colonial analyses of hybrid texts, where ‘hybridity’ to a large

extent seems to depend on the interpretative efforts of the sympathetic intellectual,

as well as navigating through the sea of metaphors, it will probably have become

more than obvious that the concept of hybridity needs some empirical grounding if

it is to reveal its analytical usefulness. Thus we need to move ahead (rather than

going back to concepts of race or an essentialized notion of culture) from the

analysis of texts to the observation of tangible objects, situations and responses.
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The following section provides an outline of hybridity regarding these three

aspects suggested by Burke.

2.4.1 Varieties of Object

With regard to varieties of object, three kinds of hybridity can be distinguished:

Firstly, hybridity can be found regarding artefacts: Architecture, for example, very

often combines elements of different traditions, as in the case of Spanish churches

or synagogues with Islamic geometrical decorations and even Arabic descriptions,

which were probably done by Muslim craftsmen. Similarly the employment of

local craftsmen by Jesuit missionaries in India and Latin America led to various

combinations of Italian Renaissance or baroque structures with decorative details

deriving from local Hindu, Islamic or Inca traditions (Burke 2009, 14). The same

can be said about furniture, sculpture, images and, of course, texts and literary

genres. Practices can be hybrid, too. Syncretism has been mentioned several times

now, in particular with reference to religious practices, such as the Caribbean

Voodoo, Candomblé and Umbanda. The same can be said of music. In times of

globalization with its omnipresent label of “World Music” and thinking of musical

styles such as Bossa Nova, Salsa and Reggae, this might appear obvious. However,

the mixing of different musical traditions has also been attributed to classical

composers such as Claude Debussy, who is supposed to have been inspired by

the gamelan music of Java (Burke 2009, 23). The term creolization, referring to the
hybrid elements of language, has already been mentioned. Even in sport hybrid

practices can be found, the most striking example probably being ‘Trobriand

Cricket’. The inhabitants of the Melanesian Trobriand islands took the very con-

trolled game of British cricket, first introduced to them some 70 years earlier by

Methodist missionaries, and changed it into an outlet for mock warfare and inter-

village competition, political reputation-building among leaders, dancing and

chanting, and wild entertainment (cf. Trobiand Cricket 1976).
Hybridity regarding people includes groups as well as individuals. Many hybrid

groups develop within the context of migration and colonialism, such as the Anglo-

Irish, Anglo-Indian and African-Americans or the Chinese-Malay communities of

Southeast-Asia called Peranakans or Babas (cf. Rudolph 1998). Individuals can

likewise present interesting cases for the analysis of hybridization processes. People

like Hasan al-Wazzân (c. 1494–1554), the sixteenth-century geographer known in

the West as ‘Leo Africanus’, Samuel Pallache (d. 1616), a Moroccan Jew who was

active in both Catholic and Protestant Europe, Edward Said, the already mentioned

US-Palestinian literary theorist, or the Chinese-Australian cultural theorist Ien

Ang (b. 1954) have either been praised as translators between cultures or been

condemned as renegades. The latter has been the case with the Portuguese

Lançados of the fifteenth and sixteenth century on the West African coast,

Christians who turned Muslim in the Ottoman Empire, the Canadian Coureur de
bois of the seventeenth century, as well as the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
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beachcombers of the South Pacific islands or the explorers and early anthro-

pologists ‘going native’ (Kohl 1987).

2.4.2 Varieties of Situation

When analysing hybridity, it is important to take into account the differences of

situation, context and locale in which cultural encounters occur. Therefore, one

has to look at not only a geography and a chronology, but also a sociology of

hybridization, because ‘when cultures meet, some individuals and groups partici-

pate in the process more than others’ (Burke 2009, 67). Of course, this concerns

aspects of power, as in the encounters of equals and unequals. The strategies

employed by Catholic missionaries, for example, have differed greatly, depending

on their position in the societies they had been sent to. Being in a position of a

strong ‘lender’ against a weak ‘borrower’ (as in Mexico, Peru or Brazil), they were

able to use force to impose Christianity on the Indians. In China, on the other hand,

the Jesuits were in such a weak position that they had to adapt to their environment

to such a degree that they were sometimes accused of having been converted by the

Chinese, instead of converting them. In Africa, on the other hand, there often seems

to have been a ‘working misunderstanding’ between Christianity and local reli-

gions, where missionaries believed that they had achieved conversions when the

local rulers simply wished to incorporate new and powerful practices into their

religious traditions. In the NewWorld, by contrast, many African slaves conformed

outwardly to Christianity, while retaining their traditional beliefs. As we have

already seen, Christian saints such as St. Anthony or St. Patrick, as well as liturgical

practices such as prayers and hymns, were taken up through an act of ‘cultural

mimicry’, only to begin a life of their own during their course of transformation into

the practices of Voodoo, Candomblé and Umbanda.

Prominent among locales of encounter particularly favourable to cultural

exchange are the metropolis, the port and the frontier. Big cities like New York,

London, Lagos, Los Angeles, Mumbai or São Paulo constitute crossroads of both

trade and culture. It is particularly the presence of different groups of immigrants

that makes the metropolis an important site of cultural exchange. In this way,

Hannerz has argued, ‘London, Paris, Brussels and Miami are among the major

Third World cities, and a varied cultural flow passes from them through the

networks of migrant workers, students, exiles, international petty entrepreneurs

and tourists’ (Hannerz 1987, 50). This development has led researchers to speak,

for example, of ‘the Caribbeanization of New York City’, or to refer to Los Angeles

as ‘the capital of Latin America’ (Kearney 1995, 554). However, despite the

attempts of some groups to keep to themselves and marry within the group, most

migrants are usually gradually assimilated into the local urban culture, each of them

adding something new to the mix. For this reason, some scholars also speak of

‘mestizo cities’ (Burke 2009, 74). Burke also lists a number of European ports that

served as important sites of encounter: Fifteenth-century Venice, sixteenth-century
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Lisbon and Seville, seventeenth-century Amsterdam. Nagasaki and Canton

(Guangzhou) were key locations of cultural exchange between Europe and Asia

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Burke 2009, 73).

The frontier and its surrounding borderlands represent another area that favours
exchange and hybridization, on the metaphorical level as well as in a geopolitical

sense. One example would be the cultural frontier between Islam and Christianity in

Eastern Europe. Polish and Hungarian nobles in the sixteenth and seventeenth

century, according to Burke, regularly fought the Turks on the grounds of religion,

while at the same time using Turkish clothing and weaponry. On both sides of the

Ottoman-Habsburg frontier existed a common tradition of epic and ballad, includ-

ing the same heroes and battles (although victory was accorded depending on the

identification of the respective narrator) (Burke 2009, 75–76). Another example of

such a frontier area can be found in medieval Spain, where cultural exchanges

between Christians, Jews and Muslims were frequent and long-lasting, particularly

in the area of architecture and literature.

In recent years, anthropologists have been attracted to such frontier areas, and an

‘anthropology of borderlands’ is slowly being established within the discipline

(cf. Alvarez 1995). While the concept was originally limited to the Mexican-US

border, its scope in the meantime has been substantially broadened in a geographi-

cal as well as a structural sense (Donnan and Haller 2000; Donnan and Wilson

2001; R€osler and Wendl 1999). This is a consequence of the insight that borders

are of an ambivalent nature, encompassing dividing lines as well as passageways,

which means that they not only separate but also connect people. Borderlands

are locales of complexity, creating translocal cultures characterized by liminality,

hybridity and ambiguity. The emphasis is usually more on contact, mixing and

exchange than separation, demarcation and isolation, as borders cannot be con-

trolled in an absolute sense.

2.4.3 Varieties of Response

The current discourse on the global and the local, reflecting the fears of globaliza-

tion as ‘Westernization’, has renewed the interest in traditions of appropriation
and resistance. The sociologist Roland Robertson was one of the first to point out,

however, that globalization has involved and increasingly involves the creation and

the incorporation of locality. Homogenization and heterogenization are only seem-
ingly opposing trends: they are simultaneous, complementary and interpenetrative,

even though they certainly can and do collide in concrete situations. In order to

transcend the tendency to cast the idea of globalization as inevitably at variance

with the idea of localization, Robertson suggests the term ‘glocalization’, which

previously was used largely in marketing (Robertson 1995). Glocalization thus

directs the perspective towards hybrid phenomena and strategies of local responses

to global developments.
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Following Burke, four local responses to cultural exchange can be distinguished.

The first is acceptance, as exemplified by the fashion for the foreign, which can be

found throughout history. Prominent European examples would be the Italophilia

of the Renaissance, seventeenth-century Francophilia, and the Anglomania of the

eighteenth and nineteenth century. Since cultural identities are often defined by

opposition, a second response would be outright rejection, either in the form of

resistance or of purification. A prominent example for the former would be the

Japanese policy of sakoku from the 1630s to the 1860s, when the government

attempted to cut the country off from foreign influences. Instances for cultural

purification or ‘dehybridization’ can be found particularly in the realm of language.

Already in the late classical period, one finds a movement to return to pure ‘Attic’

Greek, in response to what was perceived as an invasion of the language by foreign

words. A third possible strategy to respond to foreign influences from outside is that

of segregation, where the line is drawn not between the self and the other, but inside
the home culture. Not the culture as a whole, but certain ‘essential’ parts should

remain free from ‘contamination’. A well-known example of this would be the

attempts of the advocates of many non-Western societies to appropriate ‘Western’

technology while retaining their supposedly Islamic, Confucian or Asian values.

Finally, there is the strategy of adaptation, probably the most common local

response to an encounter with another culture. This strategy entails a double

movement of de-contextualization and re-contextualization, whereby an item is

lifted out of its original setting and modified to fit its new environment, something

that Lévi-Strauss has called ‘bricolage’. More recently, this process of appropria-

tion and re-employment has been described by de Certeau in his study on the

practice of everyday life (1984) or in the process of ‘Tropicalization’ discussed

by Freyre (Burke 2009, 79–94).

Sometimes, adaptations of foreign items of culture are so thorough-going that

the result can sometimes be successfully ‘re-exported’ to the place from which the

item originated, a process Burke refers to as circularity (Burke 2009, 96). Two

examples should suffice here: If musicians in the Congo or in Lagos are inspired by

colleagues in Cuba or Brazil, then Africa adapts to Africa via America, ‘making a

circular tour, and yet one that does not end in the place that it started, since every

imitation is also an adaptation’ (Burke 2009, 26). The second example of circularity

concerns ‘chicken tikka masala’, a supposedly typical Indian curry dish. Already

10 years ago the BBC had reported that chicken tikka masala had achieved the

status of a ‘national dish’ in the United Kingdom, whereas it seems to have been

unknown in India. However, because an increasing number of British tourists

demanded what they deem to be a typically Indian dish, chicken tikka masala is

now imported from England (cf. Ackermann 2002). In 2009, the Scottish Member

of Parliament Mohammed Sarwar started a campaign with the European Union to

recognize the ‘Protected Designation of Origin’ for chicken tikka masala to the city

of Glasgow, which claims to have invented the dish. This claim is vigorously

disputed by Indian chefs who variously assert that it is an ‘authentic Mughlai

recipe’, ‘basically a Punjabi dish not more than fifty years old’ or ‘has been
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prepared in India for generations’ (Daily Telegraph, August 4, 2009). It will be
interesting to follow the vagaries of this hybrid dish and to see if one day it will be

considered ‘authentic’ in some way or other.

2.5 Concluding Remarks

This essay set out to debate the analytic potential of the hybridity concept. It did so

by first outlining the history of the idea, and pin-pointing two shifts in perspective.

The first shift concerned academic disciplines: the term was used for the greater part

of the twentieth century, mainly in anthropology, sociology and history, until

literary scholars took it up in the 1980s. The second shift concerned the underlying

ideas of hybridity, which were initially based on a biological model focusing on the

issue of miscegenation. Postcolonial scholars then applied a linguistic model after

Bakhtin, stressing the subversive potential of a hybrid counter-culture. One ques-

tion we started with was, which culture is not hybrid – and have ‘original’ cultures

ever existed? Using the distinction established by Bakhtin, we can now say that

‘original’ cultures did exist in a way, since their hybridity was an ‘organic’ one,

where unintentional, unconscious, everyday mixing and fusing of diverse cultural

elements took place more or less unnoticed, thus allowing for an imagined homo-

geneity. On the other hand, theorists of post-colonialism in particular are interested

in examples of ‘intentional’ hybridity, in the deliberate, provocative juxtaposition

and fusion of objects, languages and signifying practices from different and nor-

mally separated domains, that threaten an implicit – in the sense of ‘original’ –

social order and identity.

Next, the central metaphors pertaining to the concept of hybridity were placed

under closer inspection, emphasizing the need for an empirically grounded analysis

regarding hybrid phenomena. Finally, potential areas of future research were

introduced, for example hybrid objects, as well as hybrid situations of and hybrid

responses to cultural contact. In this perspective, the following questions might

seem helpful: (a) Biological or linguistic hybridity? When researching hybrid

phenomena, we should always enquire into whether the underlying model of the

applied concept is more a biological or rather a linguistic one. As a result, we might

ask if we are confronted with fears or celebrations of miscegenation or rather with

the search for the subversive potential of an ostensible counter-culture. Whereas the

biological model results in either the fear or the celebration of miscegenation, the

linguistic model leads to a search for the subversive potential of a counter-culture.

(b) Organic or intentional hybridity? The next important distinction concerns the

problem of whether we are witnessing organic or intentional hybridity. This

distinction by Bakhtin is most important in deciding whether the phenomena in

question have to be interpreted as everyday unconscious fusion, or rather as

deliberate, provocative aesthetic challenge to an implicit aesthetic, social or politi-

cal order and identity. (c) Which metaphor? A sensible choice of metaphor – e.g.

borrowing, mixing or translating – will raise the researcher’s awareness of
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hybridity, regarding who appropriates what and for what purposes, according to

which logic of choice, as well as regarding cultural elements that resist translation.

(d) Which research area? Finally, we have to consider whether we are looking at

hybridity regarding objects, situations or responses, so as to account for instance for

aspects of power, as in the encounters of equals and unequals or in conflicting

claims of authenticity. Empirically grounded in such a way, the concept of hybrid-

ity could stimulate further fruitful and necessary research into the dynamics of

cultural contact–an area that continues to grow in importance in the present context

of globalization.
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Castro, Américo. (1948) 1954. The structure of Spanish history. Princeton: Princeton University

Press.

Clifford, James, and George E. Marcus, eds. 1986. Introduction, In Writing culture: The poetics
and politics of ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Crick, Malcolm. 1976. Explorations in Language and Meaning. London: Malaby Press.

Dawson, Christopher. 1932. The making of Europe. London: Sheed and Ward.

De Certeau, Michel. (1980) 1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of

California Press.

Donnan, Hastings, and Dieter Haller. 2000. “Liminal no more: the relevance of borderland

studies.” Ethnologia Europaea 30/2: 7–22.

Donnan, Hastings, and Thomas M. Wilson. 2001. Borders: Frontiers of Identity, Nation and State.
Oxford: Berg.

Douglas, Mary. 1966. Purity and Danger: an analysis of concepts of pollution and taboo. London:
Routledge.

Douglas, Mary. 1975. Implicit Meanings: selected essays in anthropology. London: Routlegde.
Evans-Pritchard, Edward Evan. 1951. Social Anthropology. London: Routledge.

2 Cultural Hybridity: Between Metaphor and Empiricism 23



Foucault, Michel. 1986. Of other spaces. Diacritics 16/1: 22–27.
Freyre, Gilberto. (1933) 1946. The Master and the Slaves. New York.

Freyre, Gilberto. (1936) 1986. The Mansions and the Shanties. Berkeley: University of California

Press.

Gluckman, Max. (1940) 1958. Analysis of a Social Situation in Modern Zululand. Rhodes-
Livingstone Papers 28. Manchester: University Press for the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute.

Hannerz, Ulf. 1980. Exploring the City: inquiries toward an urban anthropology. New York:

Columbia University Press.

Hannerz, Ulf. 1987. “The world in Creolisation.” Africa 57/4: 546–559.

Hebdige, Dick. 1979. Subculture: the meaning of style. London: Methuen.

Herskovits, Melville. 1937a. Life in a Haitian Valley. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Herskovits, Melville. 1937b. “African Gods and Catholic Saints in New World Negro Belief.”

American Anthropologist 39/4, 1: 635–643.
Kearney, Michael. 1995. “The local and the global: the anthropology of globalization

and transnationalism.” Annual Review of Anthropology 25: 547–565.
Kohl, Karl-Heinz. 1987. “Travestie der Lebensformen” oder “kulturelle Konversion”? Zur

Geschichte des kulturellen €Uberl€aufertums.” In Abwehr und Verlangen: Zur Geschichte der
Ethnologie, edited by Karl-Heinz Kohl, 7–38. Frankfurt am Main: Campus.

Kraidy, Marwan M. 2005. Hybridity, or the cultural logic of globalization. Philadelphia: Temple

University Press.

Leach, Jerry and Gary Kildea. 1976. Trobriand cricket: an ingenious response to colonialism.
54 mins.
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Chapter 3

Circulating Objects and the Power

of Hybridization as a Localizing Strategy

Hans Peter Hahn

Abstract The worldwide circulation of goods is one of the driving forces of

globalization. This statement holds true in particular for the early globalizing

phenomena like the widespread adoption of clothing, weapons and alcohol,

whereas nowadays, electronic devices like mobile phones are perceived as having

higher relevancy. Modifications of these and many other objects and the constitu-

tion of new contexts are at the core of the new cultural concept of hybridization.

Rejecting the notion of purity, hybridity contributes to the understanding of mixing

cultural phenomena, regardless of their origins, and refers to the transformation of

objects, values and cultural institutions, but also to the unequal power relations in

many cultural contacts. Historical and ethnographical examples show how hybrid-

ity helps to explain the subversive character of many of these changes. As indicated

fifty years ago by Arnold Toynbee, Western culture in non-Western contexts

undergoes a process of fragmentation. Although Toynbee did not use the term

of hybridity, he was the first to hint at the sometimes problematic entanglements

that are highlighted by this concept.

3.1 Introduction

All the world over, societies justify their existence by the notion of recognizable

and distinguishable roots. According to this logic, cultural diversity is embedded in

an ideology of purity which bestows the character of uniqueness of the selected

roots (Friedman 2002). Such societies are built around primordial concepts of

culture; they defend the unity of a given culture by referring to the distinct identity

of their traditions. During the second half of the 20th century, the increasing

awareness of globalization was accompanied by the growing popularity of new

cultural concepts that differed fundamentally from such ideas. Thus, the notion of

the “purity” of a culture was replaced by the idea of the worldwide circulation

of goods, institutions and norms. The intensification of global communication,

the increase in mobility, and the ever-growing exposure of individuals to global
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influences seemed to lead to new dimensions of cultural exchange, which ultimately

contributed to the emergence of a “world society” in which cosmopolitanism is the

norm. These few lines give a rough sketch of globalization up until around the turn

of the millennium. From the present point of view, it is more accurate to describe

this as an affirmative ideology of “Globalism” (Tsing 2000). It is not the concern,

however, of this essay to follow the lines of such a globalistic ideology. Instead, this

article will deal with the contradictions of this ideology and with the global

influences, which have shifted in focus over about the last 10 years.

Obviously there is no way back to the primordialist ideas. Cultures are not pure,

no culture can boast unique roots and the history of human societies was always

a story of intermixing and mutual influences (Schulte 1997; Nederveen Pieterse

1995). As a consequence, the debate on globalization has directed itself in recent

years to the question on how global influences are adopted, modified, transformed

or, by contrast, rejected. Today, globalization is no longer understood as a trend to

convergence or a unidirectional process. As a consequence of this, current research

questions have to focus on new struggles, ambiguities and contradictions on the

social and political level (Wagner 2001, 25). The challenge for research today is to

explain the role of global influences in conflicts and possibly in violent encounters.

This surprising turn in the globalization debate, which scarcely anyone could have

foreseen 15 years ago, leads to the examination of global influences on the grass-

roots level. It may well be that the earlier affirmative attitude towards globalization

has led us to neglect the actors’ perspective, and most especially that of the actors

struggling for most humble level of daily survival (Burawoy 2000; Stewart 1999).

With these considerations in mind, the relevance of the ideas of cultural appro-

priation and hybridization becomes clearer. Both concepts were already on their

way in the globalization debate over twenty years ago. Even at that time, its

propagators used these terms to criticize some of the commonsense assump-

tions about globalization. The power of both terms derives from their focus on

the agency of local actors, without denying the relevance of globalization

(Nederveen Pieterse 2001a, b).

In the following, we shall look at the contradictory assessments ascribed to

global influences. The classification of globally circulating goods illustrates these

contradictions best of all, so a description and assessment of some of these will

serve as the starting point of the article. On the one hand such goods are generally

seen as important factors in globalization as such (Elwert 2000; Applbaum 2000).

On the other hand, they already sparked debates very early on about the open and

unpredictable character of their global diffusion (Kohl 2001).

In order to understand the consequences of globalization for cultural images of

self and other, the foregoing will be followed by a discussion of the implications

of the new concepts of culture. Cultural appropriation and hybridization cannot

be adequately explained in a simple framework of cultural mixtures, diversity or

“global melange” (Nederveen Pieterse 2003). Against the backdrop of historical

case studies and ethnographic evidence, it will be argued that differences in

power relations are an important aspect of these new concepts of culture. As will

be shown, hybridity has the peculiar capacity to focus on the phenomenon of
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inequality and multivocality in the context of cultural mixing (Weißk€oppel 2005).
Thus the conclusion will address the political import of the concept of hybridity.

Hybridity sheds light on conflicting systems of values and on the logics of exclusion

in the context of the intermixing of cultural influences. A deepened understanding

of hybridity will reveal some ambivalent states of intermingling which are often

overlooked in the popular and mostly affirmative perspective on hybrid objects

(Ha 2004).

3.2 The Ambivalence of Globalization Phenomena

Changes in material culture and new patterns of mass consumption constitute

crucial phenomena in contemporary globalization (Wallerstein 1974; Trentmann

2009). Consumption may even be one of the future core issues of cultural anthro-

pology – in particular when it comes to understanding the way that different

identities and social structures are generated. This is the view held by of a wide

range of culture theorists dealing with economic, social and cultural changes in the

emerging global situation (Amselle 2002; Jackson 2004). Although there is no

consensus on the question as to when globalization started and who are the main

actors, most observers agree that it is possible to identify a set of items that were

among the first trading goods, and have achieved a somehow iconic status for

globalization as such (Kraidy 2003; Wimmer 2003).

While the early phases of globalization were dominated by the circulation of

weapons, textiles and alcoholic beverages (Ertl 2008), the range of globally circu-

lating goods has expanded considerably up to the present: today, media and

communication technologies like television and mobile phones count among the

most important phenomena of globalization (Castells 2007). Globalization is not

only a question of the distribution of these commodities and the accompanying

techniques, but also about the benefit for the societies that adopt such things

(Carlsson 2009; Kaplan 2006). It is a commonly accepted assumption that free

media can contribute to the democratic development of many nations. For example,

the unhindered reporting of violations against human rights is a valuable tool for the

promotion of democraty (Wittmann 2005). Furthermore, there are strong indicators

pointing to the contribution of mobile phones to the development in some of the

poorest countries (Scott 2004). Thus, it has been shown how the lack of basic

infrastructure can be redeemed by the new communication technologies

(Petersdorff 2007). As development agents recently claimed, people in remote

areas have access to markets, and thus millions of smallholders in Africa may

benefit from mobile phones because these makeit possible to get information about

the prices of their agricultural products (Goergen and Krause 2006; Cronin 2004).

Another example comes from Nepal. Development expert Kamal Raj Dhungel

reports how people in remote villages use mobile communication devices to access

medical advice if the nearest doctor is at an unattainable distance. Is it possible to
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imagine something more hybrid than a household without running water and

electricity, but with a mobile that serves as a telemedical device?

But this affirmative or even euphoric perspective needs to be tempered in order

to open up space for a closer understanding of the ambiguity of the globally

circulating material culture. For goods like weapons and alcohol, their questionable

value is obvious. Goods of this kind have not always contributed to the develop-

ment of the receiving societies. Reflecting further on the consequences, it is clear

that these things have triggered completely different and very often totally unfore-

seeable patterns of social change. In contrast to those historical examples, the

present phenomena of globalization are accompanied by an overwhelming opti-

mism: globalization seems in this perspective to be a “win-win” situation. Whoever

participates in globalization trends may count on a better future, regardless of

whether this leads to a new cosmopolitan world society or to a more complex and

culturally diverse future. In the context of these visions, the circulating objects will

have an important role. Their worldwide usage appears to be a safe base by which

the social and political entanglements of their owners can be evaluated (Benhabib

2006). By using the new technologies, like mobile phones, internet or TV, people –

at least implicitly – show an affirmative attitude to globalization. Most people

around the world, however critical to globalization they might position themselves,

undeniably show a considerable “greed for western technologies”. Even the Islamic

terrorists, who were setting a sign against globalization with the events of 9/11,

used Western techniques without questioning them. They are part of globalization

and there is no reason to assume that they will turn back the clock by rescinding

globalization (Appadurai 2006).

The appeal of Western goods is a driving force for the accelerating impact of

globalization (Orlove 1997). This assumption summarizes the current perspective

on the reasons for the ever-increasing global influences on many societies world-

wide. A similar point of view was already expressed well over fifty years ago by

Arnold Toynbee. In his work The Present-Day Experiment in Western Civilization,
first published in 1958, he describes three important areas of cultural exchange

between the Western and non-Western cultures: (1) science and modernity (2)

democracy, and (3) religion. Still following Toynbee’s train of thought, there is

also a clear hierarchy: while the first of these domains attracts the greatest interest,

the desire for democracy and religion is comparatively lower. Half a century later

we can acknowledge that Toynbee was quite correct in his considerations. As

a matter of fact, consumption, technologies and material goods, being the outcome

of modernity and science, are highly appreciated worldwide. They even achieved

the status of symbols of globalization.

Without using the term of “globalization”, Toynbee, however, refers to “cultural

refraction”, stating that cultural elements transferred by this process of cultural

exchange are no longer what they were in their original context. Not only do these

elements undergo a profound transformation, but they simultaneously contribute to

a change of the societies themselves. The term “refraction” is associated with the

metaphor of the prism as an optical device that irreversibly transforms white light

into the colours of the spectrum. As will be shown, the idea of “refraction” as the
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destruction of origins and transformation of properties is easily recognizable in

many current usages of the term of hybridization.

Considering today’s debate about cultural diversity in the context of globali-

zation, Toynbee’s insights are surprisingly apt. At the time of publication his

arguments meant a radical break with the ideology of colonialism, which con-

sidered the “civilizing mission” to be a core feature of the Western self-image. His

remarks on cultural “refraction” as transformation and fragmentation (or even

destruction) were highly provocative. To declare that the colonised people, who

at that time had been excluded from any kind of political participation for almost

a century, might be capable of shaping their future themselves was a threatening

perspective for Western decision-makers who firmly believed in their culture’s

superiority.

The dispute of the last 15 years concerning the cultural consequences of globali-

zation presents at least in some cases positions that are not far from Toynbee’s

ideas. Some authors have even taken a step back and argued in favour of the

expansion of Western culture. A point in case is Thomas L. Friedman, the U.S.

journalist, government adviser and author of the book The Lexus and The Olive
Tree (1999). In this book he uses the metaphor of the “golden horde”; this refers to

the global elite (obviously dominated by Western-style protagonists) permanently

looking for the optimal economic conditions and bringing prosperity to those places

in the world where such conditions are favourable. George Ritzer is another case in

point, being one of the most prominent representatives of the homogenization

theory. Ritzer, famous for his book on “McDonaldization” (1993), more recently

expanded his theory by stressing that the real issues of globalization are not any

kind of given objects, topics or ideas. As he explains in another essay, The
Globalization of Nothing (Ritzer 2003), globalization concerns the way how things

are done. The expansion of and domination by norms and the standardization of

procedures are the true phenomena of globalization, leaving their impact in the

most diverse contexts all over the globe.

However, current research in anthropology and sociology provides relevant

criticism against the image of the powerful “golden horde” and against the compul-

sion to standardization. Ethnographic studies highlight enduring if not increasing

diversity. One of the popular new strategies of identification refers to the

underscoring of cultural differences. These findings demonstrate how cultural

difference is maintained despite of global influences, even when the related phe-

nomena often remain unnoticed. Cultural anthropology has a particular capacity to

promote this criticism, since the diversity of cultural phenomena has always been a

key element of its research (Hahn 2008). Twenty years ago, cultural anthropology

reached a critical point in its own academic history; it had to decide whether to

come to the discipline’s end because of the rise of a cosmopolitan society, or to take

the new forms of intentionally expressed difference for serious. In order to describe

these cultural processes which make diversity possible in spite of the dominance of

globalization, anthropologists have created a range of catchwords and theoretical

approaches. These concepts include the terms creolization, syncretization, cultural

appropriation, as well as hybridization (Hannerz 2002).
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In spite of pertinent differences, these concepts have some important points in

common: they all focus on the perception of the particular agency of groups or

individuals who do not consider themselves to be part of the “West” (adopting for a

moment the terminology of Toynbee). The concepts imply that these protagonists

do actually have their own norms and values.

By speaking about “our and other cosmologies”, Marshall Sahlins (1996) aptly

demonstrated some dangerous shortcomings in older anthropological concepts.

As he explains, the appropriate basis for thinking about cultural difference requires

to refer not only to the observable phenomena, but also to the societal images of the

world. Western societies have availed themselves of such images of non-Western

societies since the days of Greek philosophy. In contrast to the Western historians’

sensitivity to Western history, little effort has been spent on understanding

images of non-Western societies about the West (Burke 1999). It is obvious that

the creation of images about the West historically precedes the adoption of Western

goods. The acceptance of things is not the origin, but merely a consequence of an

already established idea about the place of the foreign culture in the local set of

values and norms (Prestholdt 2008). This insight is the basis from which Sahlins

starts his criticism of earlier anthropological work. Even today, many anthropo-

logists wrongly subdivide the history of non-Western societies into two phases,

namely before and after the contact with European cultures.

An increased sensitivity to the local, non-Western cosmologies is required in

order to overcome the inherent Eurocentrism of this mode of categorizing non-

Western history. Popular images of the European’s arrival are often caricatures. An

example for this is the picturesque image of the Spanish soldiers on horses who

were taken for gods. In reality most of the “first contacts” were much less spectac-

ular. The members of other cultures certainly did not immediately lose their agency

in cause of the “sudden” presence of the Europeans. They were not - from one

moment to the other - convinced of the superiority of the Europeans, if ever they

were. The fact that, following the first contact, merchants and missionaries were

successfully trading in clothes, alcohol or weapons, does not mean an unquestioned

acceptance of Western culture. The relevance of these considerations for the notion

of hybridity and the related new concepts of culture is the following: they point to

the agency of those who were marginalized as colonial subjects throughout most of

the 20th century. Accepting the agency of these people puts the process of mixing

into a quite different framework.

As a matter of fact, the continuity between pre-contact and post-contact phases

or pre-colonial and colonial times is much more important than historians have

suggested so far. This continuity has a direct impact on the way people act when

assigning norms and meanings to Western goods. This shift in perspective reveals

the hybrid character of societies, even in pre-colonial contexts. A historically

authentic example is the case of Westerw€alder stoneware which had been brought

to Africa since the 17th century (Reineking von Bock 1980; Zeischka 2003). In

Central Europe these ceramic household items hat the role of everyday dishes, in

Africa they were sacralized after purchase. They achieved the status of ancestor

vessels and were kept in sacred places (Fig. 3.1).
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The driving motive of this particular instance of local “refraction” (or

re-contextualizing) is the desire to express cultural continuity, and - simultaneously -

a mixing of cultures. Through the power of the local cosmology, Western norms are

rejected and replaced by local concepts. The stoneware as such remains unchanged,

but it has become a hybrid object by being transferred into another context. Among

the consequences is not only a common misunderstanding (stoneware was not

acquired as something “superior” to local ceramics, but rather as something “differ-

ent”), but also a different kind of usage which resulted in its exceptional longevity

and in the practice of copying at least some of the ornaments and ceramic forms by

local potters.

As this example shows, cultural difference in the context of increasing cultural

exchanges can only be explained by emphasizing local cosmologies and local

agency. This is the common starting point of the new culture concepts. People act

with these objects and draw thereby on the power of local sets of norms and values.

And they do so with the intention of localising global goods and other cultural

phenomena (Hahn 2004).

Very often, the power of cultural appropriation can be recognized only via the

slightest modifications in the objects or in the arrangement of things. A superficial

look gives the impression of an imitation or the copying of Western objects and

attitudes. But a closer look reveals the cultural strategy of mimicry, which can

thwart Western logic and ridicule Western power claims (Taussig 1993). Mimicry

in the sense of the Lacanian “mimétisme” does not mean adaptation, but creating a

homogenous surface that conceals the differences. Hybridity can thus be an inten-

tional strategy (Toro 2002). The creation of such hybrid objects produces a “scary

Fig. 3.1 Stoneware from Westerwald (Germany) was imported to West Africa from the seven-

teenth to the nineteenth century. Today these pots are regarded as ancestor vessels and are used for

specific rituals (Photo before 1974 by L. Meurer, published in Zeischka (2003))
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similarity” and a criticism of the superior (Western) power, without openly

offensing the powerful (Bhabha 1985).

Another illustrating example for this has been documented by Jean and John

Comaroff (1991) while studying the clothing habits of proselytised men and women

in South Africa in the 19th century. The correct wearing of shirts, trousers and robes

was the key for testing adherence and good behaviour in public. The missionaries

required of a good Christian to respect the Victorian rules of clothing (at least on

Sundays) and the African parishioners seemed to subject themselves to this rule

without any hesitance. They appropriated these clothes, however, by practicing

some minor changes, i.e. by not wearing the shirts in the prescribed manner. Thus,

the actors formally accepted the norm of the powerful (the missionaries) and

subsequently, by the smallest changes, demonstrated difference. In this way, they

were able to show their agency and their ability to articulate their own position

(Fig. 3.2). Similar observations have been made in different parts of Africa, very

often in colonial contexts. The Africans’ copying of Western clothing habits has

regularly been suspected by the colonists as a subversive act (Prein 1994). As the

example shows, cultural diversity cannot be quantitatively measured; cultural

difference is a consequence of a local cosmology and the intention to express

difference. Hybrid contexts may be a result of compulsion and even suppression,

and they are articulated in spite of the very limited amount of space for agency.

3.3 Hybridity and the Reformulation of the Concept

of Culture in the Era of Globalization

The examples given so far (mobile phones, but also stoneware and clothing in

colonial contexts) are sufficient to address some shortcomings in commonsense

notions of culture. Hybridity as a new concept of culture sensitizes for the antago-

nistic powers within cultural contexts. Culture can no longer be conceived of as one

single system of meanings in the Geertzian sense, but rather as a patchwork and a

process of negotiating differences (Zapf 2002). Culture is not a structure (or a “web

of meaning”), but a movement. As historians know very well, cultures may

blossom, they may vanish, or they may diffuse through time and space. Going

beyond the old Geertzian model of culture as text, it is more correct to speak of

culture as intertextuality. The concept of cultural hybridity suggests the co-presence

of unequal sets of norms and values which struggle for domination or survival.

Hybridity as a concept within cultural studies has been fundamentally shaped by

the Indian cultural theorist Homi Bhabha (1994). He based his important contri-

butions on findings from what came to be known as postcolonial studies, which are
a branch of cultural studies, focusing on contemporary Indian societies (Nanda

2001). Taking his prior research on the colonial and ex-colonial societies in India as

a starting point, Bhabha emphasizes that neither of the two cultures constituting this

society (British and Indian) are represented in their integrity in the colonial society.
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For this historical context, Bhabha has coined the term “third space”. “Third space”

designates a societal frame that compels the actors to create new cultural forms

under the impact of colonial power. In this new space two cultures join under the

auspices of violence and force. The subaltern actors as well as the colonizing actors

are cut off from the means to consolidate and legitimise their actions by tradition,

because the old cultures no longer have any validity (Dougan 2004). In this

emphasis on the novelty of cultural forms, hybridity reveals an astonishing similar-

ity with Claude Lévi-Strauss’s notion of “bricolage” (Saalmann et al. 2006).

Hybrid societies and hybrid cultural phenomena deny the authority of tradition;

they can be only indirectly explained by the differences in cultural roots. Tensions,

violence and unequal power conditions are constitutive of cultural hybridity. The

new cultural traits are not intended for permanence, because the inherent tensions

render sustainable innovations impossible. Hybrid societies live for the moment and

Fig. 3.2 Local chief in Lesotho, dressed up as a Western gentleman. This fashion was a kind of

mimicry. Simultaneously, minor changes made clear that it also served to articulate self-conscious

resistance against Western domination (Picture from Schapera (1934))
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try to make it from one day to the next tackling uneven power relations. As the

example of the Christian converts in South Africa makes clear, the domination of

Western cultural traits is just a superficial description. A closer look and a deeper

understanding bring us to the strategy of mimicry, to a cunning imitation that has

arisen under pressure and appears only temporarily.

Cultures marked by hybridity can also be a battleground (Said 1993), and, as the

examples from the context of colonialism have made clear, culture can even be a

nightmare. Taking these conditions seriously means furthermore that culture is not

spatially contained. As Bhabha (1994) has shown in the introduction to his seminal

book, Loctions of Culture, there is no longer just “one location” for a culture, and

even the colonists are unable to delimit the mixing of cultures to the colony. Indian

postcolonial cultures undeniably exist in India, as well as in Great Britain and

elsewhere. It has become impossible to control who is part of the hybrid culture and

who has the option to stay out. Hybrid phenomena spread throughout the globe and

engulf any kind of previously existing competing cultural form (Kruse 2006).

Quite possibly, multiculturalism was the last tentative attempt to integrate the

ideology of globalism into the observations of persisting diversity. But multicultur-

alism structured the relations between cultures as a simple apposition, which means

adding one culture to another on an equal level (Lenz 1996). As the examples

indicate, the history is much more complicated, and cultures intermingle and mix

on uneven terms. Multiculturalism is linked to the idea that several cultures coexist

at one place; it fails to explain how cultures mesh, intertwine and interlock. The

discernible distance between cultures in one society is never just the outcome of

diversity, but rather the result of powerful strategic acting, when people aim at

making differences visible. Hybridity is, still following Bhabha (1988), not about

diversity but about difference.

Generally speaking, notions of culture have frequently borrowed from biology,

and in particular such notions metaphorized the process of growing and blossoming

(or even dying) plants (B€ohme 1996). Hybridity is based on this tradition of

metaphors while introducing some new properties. Culture in the context of hybrid-

ity does not simply refer to the plant that grows according to the cultivator’s

capacity to take care of it. Hybridity can also be the super phenotype, as it is in

the case of a hybrid plant. Moreover, hybridity may become the “bastard”, which is

its invective (Kruse 2006). Thus, the biological metaphor associated with the term

hybridity reveals a particular ambivalence, which I perceive as the strength of this

concept. Whereas pure forms, i.e. distinctive species, live together without mixing,

every bastard is a danger for the pure “natural” form of a species, because it can mix

up and bring purity to an end. But this bastard can also be the result of a scientific

breeding strategy which leads to the combination of properties that have never been

united in one plant before. Furthermore, the “hybrid” as a biological category is not

intended to produce offspring showing the same phenotype. Hybrids are powerful

and unique; permanence is not a relevant characteristic. More often than not they

are isolated. Therefore it is legitimate to claim that hybridity is a kind of disruption,

creating new kinds of phenomena and making it impossible to turn back to the older

forms, which are misleadingly labelled as “pure” forms. In spite of the continuing
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usage of “purity” as a discursive topic (Friedman 1997), the permanently irre-

versible transformations are a basic condition of cultures. Cultural renaissances,

integralism and fundamentalism are no exception of this, as they are the results of

cultural relations and the desire to dissociate once own culture from others. Like the

hybrids in biology, colonial societies are a short-term phenomenon with highly

specific qualities; they are not capable of becoming durable.

There is a current trend to treat hybrid technologies as something fashionable.

This image is rooted in the new functionality of objects that combine quite different

devices in one technical unit of complexity (Ha 2005). This much-admired hybrid

technology promises seamless functioning and makes the user forget the different

principles of operation. It is even possible to say that in this sense, colonialism was

affirmative to hybridization insofar as the subaltern was associated with quite

particular new “functions”. As Robert Young (1994) emphasises, functional differ-

entiation was an integral part of the colonial dream, and it was accepted as a rule for

all domains of social life, not only for work. The introduction of new technologies,

including those of hybrid character was highly appreciated.

Two questions result from these reflections. The first is: who benefits in a

particular historical context from hybridity? And the second: how stable are hybrid

societies over time? The shift from the colonial to the postcolonial context means

that hybrid societies are rapidly changing and transgressing spatial boundaries. The

postcolony is no longer a phenomenon related to the former colonies, but also

concerns particular contexts of cultural hybridity in all societies worldwide.

3.4 Hybrid Objects Reconsidered

Returning to the beginning of the paper, it becomes clear that mobile phones, the

ultimate hybrid objects and most emblematic gadgets of globalization, must be

something more than just the fulfilment of dreams of boundless communication. In

the light of the hybridization concepts, the assumption that mobile phones might

have a similar role in non-Western societies as they do have in Europe becomes

untenable. Ethnographic studies confirm this scepticism: in contrast to widespread

expectations, mobile phones are not simply a means of accessing information in the

least developed countries. As recent research in Tanzania (Mercer 2005), Ghana

(Slater and Kwami 2005) and Burkina Faso (Hahn and Kibora 2008) has shown,

people use mobile phones quite differently in geographically scattered places. The

purpose for acquiring these devices and using them has little to do with global

connections, but much more with re-establishing family networks, thereby

contributing to the strengthening of local ties. Mobile phones do not give access

to economically relevant information, as international development agents suggest.

Instead, mobiles are crucial for the vitality of family relations and the functioning of

the kinship network as a specific feature of society in the countries concerned.

Nobody in such places would assume that mobile phones are less relevant or

inferior to mobile phones in developed countries.
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Thus, the notion of “bricolage” previously mentioned is closely connected to

hybridity and takes into account the improvised character of the intentional changes

in contexts and usages. There is a new use of the mobile phone which gives even

stronger evidence of its provocative character. Currently mobile phones are used as

remote control units and triggers for improvised explosive devices in Iraq and

Afghanistan (Freudenrich 2010). Obviously the lifespan of objects in this kind of

usage is just a few minutes, and the communication aspect is highly debatable.

These technically modified mobiles, however, are truly hybrid phenomena. They

constitute perfectly matching examples for the notions of Toynbee and Bhabha.

They are hybrid not only in the technical sense (combining GSM technology with

IED triggering functionality), but also in a strict sense of the concept, because their

functional efficiency is far beyond the ordinary function of the “pure” mobiles. Last

but not least, they demonstrate interaction in a society without a consensus about

how this object should be used. These objects do not have any location. The hybrid

technology may be assembled anywhere in the world, there is no way of restricting

the use of these objects, once the combatants appreciate that the technology suits

their intentions.

To be sure, this example of hybrid objects is shocking. It is obvious that for

ethical reasons no ethnographic research can be done to find out more about this

object. Certainly, it serves its purpose here because it makes the political dimension

quite clear. This last example gives evidence to a hybridity that is not only relevant

to literature and popular culture, but for understanding what Toynbee called the

“Present-Day Experiment of the West” (Toynbee 1962) (Fig. 3.3).

Fig. 3.3 Mobile phone modified to act as a trigger for an improvised explosive device. This truly

hybrid object not only shows the material inventiveness, but also represents the violence of

cultural contacts in the context of unequal power relations. Photo from URL: http://science.

howstuffworks.com /ied.htm
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3.5 Conclusion

In conclusion it might be useful to add some further remarks to the question of how

the new concept of culture is characterized by hybridity. As has become clear,

hybridity can be an explicit statement by those who actually introduce, invent or use

a hybrid object. It always draws its power from the combination of cultural traits

originating at different sources. This combination is not a simple apposition, but a

kind of functional differentiation or intermingling. Those who act in a hybrid way,

by generating hybrid objects or using them, have no interest in cultural purity.

“Distinguishable roots” are not an issue any more. This refusal to identify origins

can be considered a consequence of unequal power relations. In this context

“purity” may even be regarded as a sign of weakness. (Imagine the perspective of

the combatants using mobile phones as triggers for explosive devices.) From the

point of view of hybridity, “pure objects” cannot have the same power as objects

that have been captured, modified and thus transformed. Following Gérard

Genette’s reflections about palimpsests as a mode of “over writing”, Robert Stam

(1999) has coined the term “Palimpsestic Aesthetics” for the specific appreciation

of hybrid objects. The greatest appeal is evinced by cultural phenomena which do

not have unique roots, or whose properties have been modified without considering

at all what might be the “roots” of the object.

In the wake of these thoughts, hybridity has taken on quite a political message.

Possibly Toynbee was the first precursor of the inadvertent entanglements between

Western and non-Western ideas, institutions and structures. Although a categorical

distinction between Western and non-Western cultural phenomena is untenable

today, and in spite of the fact that Toynbee himself never used the term of hybridity,

his untimely work foreshadows the provocative and sometimes dangerous entangle-

ments between cultures with uneven statuses of power, which later on were con-

ceptualised by the term of hybridity. Toynbee was one of the first cultural theorists

to understand that there is no such thing as the superiority of the “pure” and that the

idea of colonialism (to civilize the rest of the world) is an unacceptable ideology.

Today it is evident that hybrid cultural phenomena are not only articulations made

within a particular historical and regional context, but also a political statement for

any future society, because all societies have mixed roots and live under conditions

of uneven power relations.
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Chapter 4

Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization

in Archaeology

Philipp W. Stockhammer

Abstract Today, there continues to be an enormous epistemological gap between

the lively discussion on the phenomenon of cultural hybridization in cultural

anthropology and the reality of methodological approaches in archaeological inter-

pretation. The diversity of human interaction and the hybridization processes

connected therewith, on the one hand, and the fragmentary and silent character of

archaeological source material on the other have been seen as insuperable obstacles

to the translation of this concept into a practical method for archaeology. In

my contribution, I shall attempt to overcome these barriers by breaking down a

complex anthropological discourse into components that may be useful for archae-

ological sources. My aim is to unravel hybridization processes, which I call

processes of entanglement, into distinct stages and consider the potential of each

stage to be materialized in the archaeological record. I shall further attempt to

distinguish between the entanglement of objects and the entanglement of social

practices, because foreign, but in their materiality still unchanged, objects can be

used in already entangled social practices. Subsequently, I shall examine what stage

of the process of entanglement has given rise to an entangled object or social

practice. Finally, the application of the concept of hybridization in recent studies

on the Late Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean will be reviewed and my own

approach demonstrated on the basis of a case study.

4.1 Introduction

Hybridization – many archaeologists consider this term either to be unnecessary, or

a concept that will be helpful at any conceivable occasion. Beyond the still existing

lack of interest towards theoretical issues on the part of many Central European

archaeologists, one can identify an increase in the use of the term hybridity in

current archaeological publications. However, the theoretical debates in many of

these writings are mostly limited to a quotation of The Location of Culture by Homi

Bhabha (2007) and the other major contributors to this topic, and generally show
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that little thought has been given to the use of this term. In this paper, I shall attempt

to go beyond the current usage in the relevant discourse in archaeology. I would like

to take a step back and ask whether hybridization can be transformed from a

metaphor into a concept, whether it should be called “hybridization” at all, whether

this concept has indeed any validity in archaeology, and if so, how we can adapt it

to the needs of the discipline.

Before trying to conceptualise hybridization for archaeology, we have to be

aware of the character of archaeological sources and outline their potential and

limitations. Following that, we can examine Homi Bhabha’s definition of “hybrid-

ity” and how material cultural studies try to harness this theoretical concept for their

material evidence. As a third step, I will discuss the term “hybridity” in the light

of its inherent terminological difficulties and argue for a term less coloured by

biological or postcolonial backgrounds. Furthermore, I will contrast my analysis

of the postcolonial concept of “hybridity” with the epistemological potential of

archaeological sources and propose a methodology that will allow past cultural

transformation processes to be analysed. Finally, I shall illustrate this methodolog-

ical approach by analysing archaeological evidence from the Late Bronze Age

Eastern Mediterranean of the 2nd millennium BC.

4.2 Potential and Limitations of Archaeological Sources

Before employing concepts from other disciplines for one’s own subject, i.e.

prehistoric archaeology in the present case, one must look at the potential and

the limitations of the sources used by archaeologists. Prehistoric archaeology

analyses material objects and materialized social practices from periods and regions

for which literary sources are either very rare or completely missing. This lack of

literary sources, together with the scarcity of pictorial depictions on prehistoric

objects, makes it impossible to go far beyond a merely etic perspective. Any recon-

structions of emic perspectives remain hypothetical, although a systematic compar-

ative approach based on ethnographic analogies might enable us to get an idea

of what kinds of prehistoric emic perspectives could have existed (Furholt and

Stockhammer 2007). Moreover, we have to be aware that the surviving archaeo-

logical record from prehistoric times must not be interpreted as a mirror of past life.

Only a small part of the artefacts used by prehistoric man can survive the millennia

of decay. Primarily, these are stone tools, bones and pottery. Wood, textiles and

other organic materials are only very rarely preserved. Metals have always been

recycled and are usually only found when they were intentionally deposited in the

ground – e.g. as a hoard or as burial goods. Moreover, prehistoric artefacts are very

often separated from their past functional context. Only in rare instances are

artefacts excavated at their place of prehistoric use, which we call “in situ”. In

most cases, archaeologists are limited to analysing what was left behind, over-

looked or forgotten by prehistoric man and which has been re-deposited many

times. Therefore, prehistoric archaeology deals with the surviving fragments of
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prehistoric artefacts, which are mostly deprived of their past functional contexts, in

a situation where there are no literary sources to tell us about the perception of these

objects. And obviously we are also unable to observe or talk with the people who

used them. This particular characteristic of archaeological sources must be kept in

mind when we are trying to conceptualize cultural hybridization for archaeology.

4.3 “Hybridization” in Postcolonial Studies

Since I have just used the term “cultural hybridization”, it is necessary to take a

close look at the concept as defined by Homi Bhabha, to whom it is mostly referred

to in archaeology. A close reading of Bhabha’s The Location of Culture reveals an
interesting development in its definition throughout the volume. In his introduction

he gives a surprisingly clearly written definition of “cultural hybridization”, where

he compares it with a stairwell: “The stairwell as liminal space, in-between the

designations of identity, becomes the process of symbolic interaction, the connec-

tive tissue that constructs the difference between upper and lower, black and white.

The hither and thither of the stairwell, the temporal movement and passage that it

allows, prevents identities at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities.

This interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a

cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierar-

chy” (Bhabha 2007, 5). This means that cultural hybridity can emerge from the

liminal space, where two different identities – i.e. two different cultural entities –

overlap, and that this space is free from the structural hierarchies of the entities

themselves. However, in the course of his book Bhabha politicises his concept of

hybridity (Bhabha 2007, 19, 35, 37, 83–84, 143–144, 153, 158–172, 292, 358–360),

until it becomes the symbol of the strategies that the subaltern and migrants develop

in colonial and postcolonial contexts to deal with their particular situations:

“Hybridity is the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its shifting forces

and fixities; it is the name for the strategic reversal of the process of domination

through disavowal (that is, the production of discriminatory identities that secure

the “pure” and original identity of the authority). Hybridity is the revaluation of the

assumption of colonial identity through the repetition of discriminatory identity

effects. It displays the necessary deformation and displacement of all sites of

discrimination and domination” (Bhabha 2007, 159). Consequently, “hybridity”

loses the adjective “cultural” (Bhabha 2007, 5) within the book, which is replaced

by the adjective “colonial” (Bhabha 2007, 160–161). This is based on Bhabha’s

equating of “the theoretical” with “the political” (Bhabha 2007, 45). Reading

through his book, one might therefore distinguish between two kinds of definition

for hybridity: a cultural-theoretical one and a political-theoretical one. This is not a

distinction made by Bhabha, for whom the political connotation is central, but this

is the beginning and the end of the development of his concept of hybridity. In

Bhabha’s view, hybridity cannot be conceptualized without a political dimension.

His political definition of hybridity was highly influential in postcolonial studies.
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However, if we stick to this political definition, the concept can hardly go beyond

the narrow realm of postcolonial studies and cannot be used beyond any colonial or

post-colonial context. Looking at my archaeological source material, I have to

decide whether I refrain completely from using the term hybridity (acknowledging

its political dimension) or whether I further explore the applicability of Bhabha’s

initial, less political definition of “cultural hybridity”.

4.4 Terminological Preoccupations

Depriving Bhabha’s terminology of its political dimension brings us back to the

biological connotations of the term “hybridity”. There is no doubt that hybridity as

a biological metaphor is highly problematic (cf. Papastergiadis 1997; Stewart 1999,

45; Weißk€oppel 2005, 317–319) and its translation into an apolitical concept for

the cultural sciences is questionable. Recently, Peter Burke (2009, 34–65) has taken

a deep look at the different terms which might be used instead of “hybridity”. He

refers to terms like “borrowing”, “melting pot”, “stew”, “creolization”,1 “syncre-

tism”,2 “cultural mixing”, “glocalization”3 and “cultural translation”: “As for

‘hybridity’, it is a slippery, ambiguous term, at once literal and metaphorical,

descriptive and explanatory. The concepts of mixing and hybridity also suffer

from the disadvantage of appearing to exclude individual agency. ‘Mixing’ sounds

too mechanical. ‘Hybridity’ evokes the outside observer studying culture as if it

were nature, and the products of individuals and groups as if they were botanical

specimens.” (Burke 2009, 54–55). He concludes: “Although there are still too many

terms and concepts in circulation to describe and analyse the processes that are the

subject of this volume, we do need a number of them to do justice both to human

agency (as in the case of ‘appropriation’ or ‘cultural translation’) and to changes of

which the agents are unaware (as in the case of ‘hybridization’ or ‘creolization’).

An awareness of alternative concepts offers a defence against the confusion of

concepts with the world they are used to analyse” (Burke 2009, 65).

In my view, however, a multitude of terminologies and concepts is more of a

hindrance than a help when it comes to developing the “hybridity” metaphor into a

concept useful for archaeology. Moreover, it seems to me that in modern academic

1 Stewart 2007a presents a broad range of perspectives on “creolization”. However, the editor

himself refrains from any distinct definition of the term, which he sees exemplified by processes of

restructuring in contexts of migration and adaptation to new environments under the experience of

disease and deprivation (Stewart 2007b, 18).
2 cf. Stewart 1999 for an intense discussion of the problems connected with the term “syncretism”.
3 The term “glocalization” originates from Japanese business practices and was popularised by

Robertson (1992, 173–174; 1995) in order to accentuate a spatial perspective (cf. Wicker 2000,

208–209). However, the interconnectedness of the local and the global does not permit a clear

distinction in most contexts (Loimeier et al. 2005).
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discourse “hybridity” is either perceived as untenably laden with a pejorative

biological background, or as purely politically postcolonial. So, on my way towards

devising a concept based on a depoliticised version of Bhabha’s cultural hybridity,

I first wish to change my terminology. In order to avoid the preoccupations of

a biological metaphor I would like to switch to a different term, which is “entan-

glement” in English and “Geflecht” and “Verflechtung” in German. Both terms

comprise the aspects of agency, processuality and the creation of something new

which is more than just an addition of its origins. “Entanglement” and “Geflecht/

Verflechtung” avoid the notion of text – and therefore culture as a text – which is

connected with terms like “texture” or “Gewebe”, and point rather to the

unstructuredness of human creativity. The term “entanglement” is also favoured

by Nicholas Thomas in his influential study on exchange, material culture and

colonialism in the Pacific (Thomas 1991) regardless of the negative connotations

the term may have in everyday use. Moreover, the term “entangled history” is

widely acknowledged in the scientific community and emphasizes transcultural

interaction in historical processes (Conrad and Randeria 2002; Kaelble 2005) and is

also increasingly used in archaeology (e.g. Dietler 1998). In the following, I will

develop a concept of what could be called “cultural hybridization”, but which I

would like to call “entanglement” and which is based on a depoliticized version of

the postcolonial concept, as I do not believe it is helpful to stop using the concept

beyond the fields of postcolonial studies.

4.5 Developing a Concept of Cultural Entanglement

One has to admit that not much is left when Bhabha’s concept is deprived of its

political character, but it is the core from which he created his political theory: i.e.

the creative potential of liminal spaces, the border regions of entities which he calls

identities or identifications. Of course, to speak of entities evokes the idea of

essentialism, of superseded assumptions of cultural purity.4 In my view, however,

material culture studies cannot exist without creating entities from an etic perspec-

tive for their analytical approaches. But we should regard them only as “crutches for

understanding (cf. Geiger 1964, 126–127: “Definitionen sind Kr€ucken der

Erkenntnis. Kr€ucken aber sollen vor allem handlich sein.”), not as static and

historically existing structures. I would like to focus on the liminal spaces of our

etic entities and, therefore, etically defined liminal spaces which were probably

4 In Ackermann’s (2004, 152) view, the differentiation between “hybrid” and “original” cultures

has led to a new and unjustified essentialisation of the concept of “culture”. It is, therefore, a

fallback to the nineteenth century’s construction of cultures as pure and homogenous political

entities (cf. Wagner 2001, 22–25).

4 Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization in Archaeology 47



never perceived as being liminal by prehistoric man.5 The creative potential of

these liminal spaces can result in what I would like to call “entanglement” and

which Bhabha calls “hybridity”, which in his own words is “at once a mode of

appropriation and of resistance” (Bhabha 2007, 172).

However, even if I refrain from using the term “hybridity”, I am still confronted

with the problem that “hybridity” and related terms are dominantly used in a

metaphorical way (Ackermann 2004, 140), e. g. when Claude Lévi-Strauss (1994,

424) postulates: “All cultures are the result of a mishmash” or in Edward W. Said’s

(1993, xxv) words: “All cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure,

all are hybrid”. As a result of his terminological comparisons Peter Burke (2009,

34–65) gives different names for what he calls a “concept”, but does not elaborate on

the analytical procedure connected therewith. Similar to Burke, Nicolas Thomas

calls “hybridity” a concept but considers it to be “too general and reactive to

contribute to either the understanding or the political critique of cultural forms”

(Thomas 1996, 9). But even if the world seems to be completely entangled, I consider

it possible to develop the metaphor into an epistemologically useful concept by

restricting the use of the term “entanglement” and connected terms like “liminal

spaces” and “in-between” to the analysis of distinct processes of appropriation.

If one wishes to transfer the concept of cultural entanglement to archaeological

sources, the analysis thereof requires a methodological approach to processes

of appropriation that emerge from the dialectical relationship of acceptance and

resistance – or as Igor Kopytoff (1986, 67) has already stated: “What is significant

about the adoption of alien objects – as of alien ideas – is not the fact that they

are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined and put to use”. Although

appropriation is a crucial concept, only Hans Peter Hahn (2004a) has attempted to

develop the theoretical discussion into a methodological approach for the analysis

of material culture. Hahn (2004a, 64–67; 2004b, 218–220; 2005, 102–104; 2007,

209–210) defines four different aspects of what he calls the process of appropria-

tion: i.e. appropriation, objectivization, incorporation and transformation. All four

aspects are entangled and occur simultaneously.

1. The first aspect, appropriation, refers to the transition of objects from wares to

goods by becoming personal possessions. This may be connected with formal

changes in the objects e.g. by decoration.

2. Second, objectivization, comprises the attribution of an object to an existing

category of one’s own objects. This classification goes together with the attribu-

tion of a certain meaning to the object.

3. Incorporation as the third aspect refers to the competence to deal with the object

in a “right” way.

4. Lastly, transformation means the attribution of new meanings to objects, which

very much depends on the local context where an object is used.

5 This etical perspective is also enforced by Thomas 1998, 109: “Hybridity may be an appearance

salient to an outside viewer rather than a condition that is in any way significant to local people

engaging in a particular practice or producing a particular form.”
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All of these aspects can also be discerned in well preserved and meaningful

archaeological contexts, which most frequently result from natural disasters or other

catastrophes and thus conserve snapshots of past realities. Whereas appropriation

and incorporation can often be identified in a well-preserved context of finding,

objectivization and transformation are very difficult to reconstruct, as they refer to

the perception of artefacts and, therefore, require rather an emic perspective.

However, the context of an object within a find may give us some hint for both,

e.g. foreign drinking vessels found together with local drinking vessels indicate past

systems of classification, foreign drinking vessels in local burial contexts suppose

the attribution of a new meaning. Moreover, Hahn’s four aspects mix two different

elements which have to be distinguished in archaeological analysis: the objects and

the social practices connected therewith. Hahn’s appropriation and objectivization

refer to the object, the incorporation and transformation to the social practices.

While the objects are easily found – if they are preserved at all – it is often difficult to

detect past social practices in the archaeological evidence. Whereas the ethnologist

can observe such practices, the archaeologist is lucky to get even an idea of what

practices might have been connected with a certain object. Consequently, I would

like to distinguish between the appropriation of objects and the appropriation of

social practices and meanings (i.e. symbols, traditions etc.) as this makes a huge

epistemological difference for archaeological sources.

For the sake of archaeological analysis, it is necessary to structure these pro-

cesses of transformation into several stages in order to check their potential for

visibility in the archaeological evidence:

The process starts with the “encounter” of at least two different etically defined

entities. These entities are, for example, different archaeological cultures as defined

by present-day archaeology (e. g. the Mycenaeans, the Minoans, the Canaanites,

etc.). The definition of such entities always poses the risk of falling back on ideas of

essentialism and purity. We have to be aware of the etic character of these entities

and of the fact that our analytical categorizations differ from past systems of

classification (e. g. archaeological cultures vs. past ethnic groups). These entities

are mental templates only created for analytical purposes. Therefore, I do not mind

if the two entities interacted before. However, the etic recognition of difference

supposes that this difference might also have been perceived by past individuals–

perhaps only in the short moment of the first encounter. This moment of encounter,

the construction and perception of otherness and difference, is the central trigger,

taking place in liminal spaces, which I visualize as situations and spaces which are

not limited to a certain geographical area. I define liminal space as space of

encounter, irrespective where this encounter happens, and I want to release it

from the political dimension assigned by Bhabha.6 If this encounter does not result

in further actions, the process of appropriation never begins. However, if the

6 Bhabha (2007, 212) states that a liminal space “is internally marked by the discourses of

minorities, the heterogeneous histories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities and tense

locations of cultural difference”.
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process is triggered, it results in what I would like to call the state of “relational

entanglement”. This transition from encounter to relational entanglement is char-

acterized by Hahn’s four aspects, i.e. appropriation, incorporation, objectivization

and transformation: the object becomes a personal possession, is classified within

local classification systems, is connected with certain practices and is attributed

with a new meaning. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that an

appropriated artefact is not an entangled artefact. If one would excavate a foreign

object in a local context, the evidence may clearly show that the foreign ware had

become a personal possession, classified, used and attached with a certain meaning.

But the object in its sheer materiality is most often unchanged. It is only the context

which has changed, the social practices, meanings and traditions connected with the

object or, as Hahn (2005, 101; cf. also Hahn 2004b, 226) states: there has been a

“transformation of the relation between humans and objects”.7 All the creative

powers of liminal spaces are first invested in creating new practices connected with

the object. The context is created and not the object. In the moment of encounter we

do not trigger a change in the object, but the object changes us. Merely its material

presence changes perceptions of social space and of movements. Therefore, the

state of relational entanglement is not a state of entanglement of the object, but a

state of entanglement of social practices and meanings, as these are newly created,

whereas the object is, at most, only manipulated. So it is important to distinguish

between “relational entanglement” and “materiality”. However, we have to bear in

mind that “the ‘work of appropriation’ is in this very sense never completely

finished, and its results are called into question time and again” (Hahn 2004b,

220; cf. also Hahn 2005, 106–107). Since appropriation never ends, “relational

entanglement” can only be a momentary and unstable state.

It has also to be kept in mind, that the processes leading to the state of relational

entanglement were most probably not only guided by individual choices, but also

by rules and rituals of a society. These rules and rituals were created to deal with

otherness and newness, as these attributes were certainly not perceived as neutral or

meaningless (cf. Helms 1988).

It is only the second step that leads to the development of entangled objects.

I would like to call this second step “material entanglement”, which is attained by

the process of “material creation”. Now, the creative energies originally released by

the encounter and broadened within the process of appropriation result in the

creation of a new object that combines the familiar with the previously foreign.

This entangled object is produced at some place (which does not have to be the

place where the object is found), but its materiality shows that it is not the result of

7Hahn (2005, 107) further states: “The object is invested with meanings and contexts, it is

transformed in order to be newly invented as part of the appropriating society” (translation by

P. W. Stockhammer). Although appropriation cannot exist without creativity, I consider it neces-

sary to distinguish between the invention of a context and the creation of a new object, because it

makes a huge epistemological difference in archaeology whether one is dealing with the object or

with social practices and meanings possibly materialized in the object’s context of finding.
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local continuities, but of changes triggered by encounters with otherness. It is more

than just a sum of the entities from which it originated. It is an indissoluble

combination of all of them – a cultural “Geflecht” – and might be seen as a new

entity.

Even if such an object has lost its functional context over time – which means

that we have hardly any idea of social practices and meanings connected with the

object – we can still identify it as an entangled artefact in the archaeological

evidence from an etic perspective. This kind of decontextualized material entan-

glement is the dominant evidence of entanglement in archaeology. We excavate the

final embodiment or result of a multitude of process of appropriation and creation

without being able to document the specific process of material entanglement. We

are confronted with the material uniqueness of an entangled object and are unable to

explain how and why it was created, because the social practices and meanings are

hardly materialized. And most frequently we are unable to understand if and how

this object was perceived (e.g. local vs. foreign) or even if there was one overriding

perception at all.

One has to take into consideration that it is impossible to determine the end of

such processes of appropriation and creation. These processes can result in contin-

uous re-interpretations, incorporations, manipulations and creations (Hahn 2005,

106–107). But for the sake of analysis, I would like to fix the end of a certain

process of entanglement to the creation of an entangled object. This entangled

object may be a unique specimen and forgotten after its deposition, but it may

happen that a flourishing local production of entangled objects is triggered. It is

possible that these products were never perceived as being the product of a former

process of entanglement by prehistoric man, but only by us archaeologists.

4.6 Applying the Concept to the Archaeological Evidence

After elaborating my methodological approach, I would now like to shift the focus

to archaeological evidence from the East Mediterranean Late Bronze Age roughly

between the fifteenth and thirteenth century BC. This area of research comprises the

Levantine coast with its so-called Canaanite culture, Cyprus, Crete (Minoan cul-

ture) and Southern Greece (Mycenaean culture).8 “Hybridization” and kindred

8 I am totally aware that my concentration on the Eastern Mediterranean Late Bronze Age can do

no justice to the discussion on issues of “hybridity” in archaeology as a whole. There are vivid

discussions on this topic with relation to the Phoenician and Greek expansion in the first half of the

first millennium BC in the Western and Central Mediterranean (e.g. Antonaccio 2003; 2010;

Vives-Ferrándiz Sánchez 2005; 2007; 2008; van Dommelen 2006) and in the field of Romaniza-

tion studies that Peter van Dommelen kindly pointed out to me (e.g. Webster 2001; Hodos 2006;

van Dommelen and Terrenato 2007). For reflections on “colonialism” and its different realizations

from a comparative archaeological perspective cf. Gosden 2004.
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terms have already been introduced to this field of research. However, before

applying my methodological approach to archaeological source material, I would

like to start with an overview of current archaeological studies dealing with

phenomena of “hybridity” and “hybridization” in the Eastern Mediterranean Late

Bronze Age.

The prominence of the term “hybridization” in this field of study is at least partly

due to Marian H. Feldman’s (2006) seminal work on “Diplomacy by Design”. In her
analysis of the so-called “international style” of Late Bronze Age pieces of art, she

argues “that the application of the term international be restricted to only those

pieces that exhibit complete hybridization such that no one “foreign” culture can be

said to predominate” (Feldman 2006, 30). “The cultural intermixture characterizing

the international artistic koiné occurs at the thematic level, where many of the

primary motifs are literally hybrid entities, composites of typically disassociated

elements” (Feldman 2006, 59), i.e. “visually hybrid elements” (Feldman 2006, 58).

Her understanding of hybridity is based on the biological definition which in her

view “carries a basically value-neutral connotation” (Feldman 2006, 60). She is

aware of the postcolonial re-definition, but does not consider it helpful for her

analysis, as this discourse led “to a solidly negative valence for the term” (Feldman

2006, 60). Feldman’s perception of the biological and postcolonial definition is

therefore contrary to the dominating one in the humanities which celebrated the

postcolonial studies’ positive revaluation of the biological term hitherto loaded with

negative connotations. One may ask, however, if the definition of a highly prob-

lematic term like “international” should draw on the use of a similarly problematic

term – which “hybridization” assuredly is. Indeed, both terms convey a number of

similar obstacles, such as the pre-existence of unmixed entities (international vs.

national, hybrid vs. pure) and their dominant metaphorical use. Feldman is well

aware of the notions of essentialism connected with “hybridity”. Therefore, she

proposes to “examine and define the specific form of visual hybridity exhibited on

the koiné works” (Feldman 2006, 59). Her approach can be considered quite close

to my emphasis on an etic approach, as etically defined categories are pure by

definition. In Feldman’s view, the negative or positive perception of “hybridity”

depends on the perception of borders and border crossing. If borders are considered

to be “ideally fixed and impermeable, then their crossing by the hybrid form will be

viewed as transgressive and the hybrid self will be considered dangerous or

degenerative” (Feldman 2006, 61). In her field of study of the Late Bronze Age,

Feldman points to indications (e. g. international greeting letters) of positive

evaluated border crossing and associated material culture. Therefore, she concludes

emphasizing the positive aspects of “hybridity”: “Hybridity can denote strength and

vitality as a way to constitute and facilitate channels of interaction. Furthermore,

the state of being hybrid is relative to time and place, never constant, and always

determined by the various participants in any exchange – just as the cultures from

which hybridity derives are likewise always in flux, always in the state of becom-

ing. Hybridity can be thought of as the process of interaction . . . . It is in this

positive and active light that I view the visual hybridity of the international koiné”
(Feldman 2006, 61).
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In her analysis of Canaanite culture, Kristina Josephson Hesse (2008, 48) speaks

of “hybridization” and considers it to be “a Canaanite cultural feature”, because

“Canaanite art did not develop any great general style like the art in Mesopotamia

and Egypt”. Egyptian and Mesopotamian art are, therefore, seen as pure styles more

or less untouched by transcultural interaction. Josephson Hesse neither discusses

this problematic notion of purity nor the fact that her broad use of the term should

consequently lead to the awareness that all cultures are “hybrid” in some way – at

least in a metaphorical sense. As has been discussed above, this broad understand-

ing of what I would like to call “entanglement” as a constituting feature of all

cultures is undoubtedly justifiable, but it deprives the concept of its heuristic value

and reduces it to a metaphor.

In their study on phenomena of hybridization in Late Bronze and Early Iron Age

Cyprus, Iannis Voskos and A. Bernard Knapp explicitly root their terminology in

the postcolonial discourse on hybridity. However, they state that: “Hybridization

neither presupposes the dominance of colonial cultures over indigenous ones nor

maintains any sociocultural divisions. All groups engaged in such entanglements

contribute to the shaping of hybridized cultures through interaction and negotia-

tion” (Voskos and Knapp 2008, 661). This statement stands in clear opposition to

Bhabha’s definition of hybridity as a strategy of the subaltern in contexts of colonial

oppression which informs postcolonial studies. Therefore, their definition seem-

ingly relies on the postcolonial discourse, but actually fits into the biological

definition of hybridity. Voskos and Knapp recognise the dominating metaphorical

use of the term “hybridization”, which they designate a concept suited to analysing

“ancient contact and colonizing situations“ (Voskos and Knapp 2008, 661). In their

study on the developments in Cyprus in the twelfth century BC, they wanted to

show with the help of this concept that no Hellenic colonization took place on the

island – in contrast to the dominating view in Cypriot Bronze Age archaeology

(Voskos and Knapp 2008, 661). Although the concept of hybridization is a useful

tool to analyse the processes triggered by the encounter with otherness, I do not see

its use for distinguishing colonization from other processes of socio-cultural inter-

action. On the contrary, it analyses processes of intercultural interaction which may

equally take place in migrant or colonial contexts. The encounter is not the analytic

focus, but the prerequisite for the process which should be analysed by the concept.

In his book on prehistoric and protohistoric Cyprus, Knapp (2008, esp. 57–61)

further elaborates on the topic that has already been addressed by him and Voskos

and emphasizes that “the concept of hybridity – as a social, material, or cultural

mixture – has the potential to refine the understanding of any contact situation

involving colonization, migration, or acculturation” (Knapp 2008, 59). He therefore

does not go beyond the notion of hybridity and the methodological approach

connected with it, which was already applied in his article with Voskos.

Contrary to the current trend of applying “hybridization” and other related terms

to the Late Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean, Reinhard Jung (2009, 82) considers

the use of this concept to be “premature”. He states: “‘Hybridisation’ describes a

phenomenon, but does not give the answer whether or not a certain mixture of

cultures was the outcome of colonisation, immigration or of radical changes in the
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relations of production and in the realm of goods exchange” (Jung 2009, 82). This

criticism seems to be based on the acknowledgement of the work of Voskos and

Knapp only, and still misunderstands the explanatory value of the concept. The

analytical value of the concept starts with the encounter with otherness, but does not

focus on the processes which lead to this encounter. Migrant communities and

colonial contexts are simply examples of creative liminal spaces where processes of

entanglement are often triggered. In Jung’s view (2009, 82), it is also a problem that

not every instance of colonization resulted in clear phenomena of hybridization.

Even though this scenario is quite improbable, its possible existence is still no

obstacle for the concept because hybridity has never been defined as a conditio sine
qua non for colonial contexts in postcolonial studies. Moreover, Jung (2009, 82)

criticises the identification of the state of hybridity, whereby he does not recognise

the necessary distinction between a relational and a material aspect: “There are no

clear criteria for identifying when this point is reached”. This lack of clear criteria

can easily be explained by the fact that the processes of appropriation and creation

connected with relational and material entanglement are never-ending and continu-

ously produce entangled practices and objects.

On the basis of the methodological approach developed in this contribution,

I would like to focus on processes of appropriation and/or creation which took place

in the Levantine region during the Late Bronze Age. The starting point of these

processes was the transport of pottery from what is nowadays called Southern

Greece and Crete to the Levant. This pottery repertoire comprises mainly small

transport vessels and feasting dishes, i.e. cups and high-stemmed bowls as drinking

vessels and kraters for mixing water and wine. There must have been a multitude of

liminal spaces where Levantine people came across these dishes for the first time,

e.g. harbour sites, markets etc. Indeed, the excavation of eminent harbour sites on

the Levant (e.g. Ugarit, Sarepta, Sidon, Tell Abu Hawam) have brought to light a

broad range of imported Aegean type pottery (cf. Bell 2006). As we can see from

the material evidence, only a small part of the broad range of Aegean type pottery

that reached the harbours and markets was actually acquired by the Levantine

people beyond these maritime gateways, because only a small selection of shapes

reached the towns and settlements in the hinterland.

I would like to illustrate two examples of processes of appropriation, one

resulting in relational entanglement and the other one in material entanglement.

The first one refers to the imported feasting dishes. In the Aegean, a set of feasting

dishes quite regularly consisted of around 10 drinking vessels and one very large

krater for mixing water and wine (Stockhammer 2008, 135). Since Aegean type

drinking vessels and kraters have been found at a great number of Levantine sites,

current research is dominated by the view that Aegean feasting practices were taken

up in the Levant. However, an analysis of contexts in which these vessels were

found shows that at the Levant, Aegean type drinking vessels and kraters are hardly

ever found together in the same architectural context. Moreover, the proportions of

the two vessel types is very different to that found in Greece, with the share of

kraters being much higher. Although these kraters remained unchanged in their

physical materiality, the social practices connected with them had obviously
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changed. One possible explanation is that Levantine people continued to use kraters

as mixing vessels for water and wine, but combined them with local drinking

vessels. There is pictorial evidence from two carved ivory objects from the site of

Megiddo showing the use of mixing vessels together with drinking vessels (Loud

1939, pl. 4, 2; 32, 160; Yasur-Landau 2005, 173 fig. 1, 1–2). On the other hand,

other depictions show Levantine people drinking beer with straws from huge

collective vessels, e.g. on the grave stele of a Syrian mercenary found in Egypt.

Therefore, it is also possible that they used the Aegean type kraters to drink beer

through straws. Both possible ways of using the foreign kraters show a process of

appropriation. They became personal possessions, were probably classified, used in

possibly two different ways and probably invested with a Levantine meaning. But

these vessels as such never became entangled in their materiality.

However, we also have evidence that the encounter with Aegean type pottery at

the Levant also triggered processes of creation leading to material entanglement.

One of the pieces of evidence for such a process was found among the burial goods in

the cave tomb of Nahalat Ahim in the area of present-day Jerusalem, which was used

in the fourteenth and probably also early thirteenth century BC (Amiran 1960).

As well as many other finds, the tomb contained imported pottery from Cyprus and

the Aegean and several local imitations of Aegean type vessels. Whereas contem-

poraneous grave contexts from the Southern Levant frequently include small

containers – so-called stirrup jars, alabastra, piriform jars etc. (e.g. Hazor, Burial

8144–8145: Yadin et al. 1960, 140–141, 145–153) – imported from the Aegean, the

burial cave of Nahalat Ahim only contained an Aegean stemmed drinking cup (a so-

called kylix) (Amiran 1960, 35 fig. 1, 1). In the chronology of Mycenaean decorated

pottery, this kylix dates to the pottery phase LH III A2 Early (mid fourteenth century

BC), which means that it reached the Levant before most of the other Mycenaean

pottery which left Greece in the late fourteenth and thirteenth century BC. Small

Aegean type container vessels were also found in this burial context, i.e. two

piriform jars and one alabastron (Amiran 1960, 37 fig. 3, 53–55). However, all

three vessels are local imitations of their late fourteenth century BC. Aegean

counterparts. The imported kylix was obviously appropriated and documents the

state of relational entanglement. The local imitations of Aegean type vessels go one

step further, because those are not just imitations of imported vessels but show the

creative dialogue triggered by the encounter of the potter with a foreign vessel.

Themost noticeable evidence for this creative potential among local potters is one of

the piriform jars (Amiran 1960, 37 fig. 3, 53), which copies the imported Aegean

piriform jars in its size and upper part. However, the lower part does not show the

typical flat base for this form, but a rounded base which is typical of local Levantine

storage vessels and is totally unusual for such vessels in the Aegean. Why a local

potter created this new vessel shape by the combination of an Aegean type upper part

with a Levantine lower part remains unclear. This vessel can doubtlessly be consid-

ered as entangled in its materiality and presents a singular ceramic creation.

To sum up: as demonstrated by the piriform jar from Nahalat Ahim, archaeo-

logists are regularly confronted with objects in their material entanglement. They

are neither able to observe how these objects were used and perceived nor able to
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ask the producer why he decided to create them in this specific way. However, a

systematic methodological approach for the analysis of appropriation and creation

processes gives us an idea of what processes could have taken place and what we

should look for in the material record when we are excavating. It should make us

sensitive to the context of an object, if it is preserved, and look at the interrelations

between an object and other objects as well as the materialized fragments of past

social practices.
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Chapter 5

One World Is Not Enough: The Transformative

Potential of Intercultural Exchange

in Prehistoric Societies

Joseph Maran

Abstract The field of prehistory and early history has an extraordinary potential

for widening the scope of our understanding of the effects of interculturality, since

it deals with the material remains of societies that were characterized by a true

universe of differing systems of value and forms of social space. It is argued that the

concept of cultural hybridity raises too many problems to be useful for a better

understanding of interculturality, since, in spite of its promise to overcome outdated

obsessions with purity and origins, the application of this concept bears the danger

of these very aspects sneaking in through the back door. Moreover, if the concept of

cultural hybridity is thought to be generally applicable, it is far too unspecific to be

of any explanatory value. In dealing with the appearance of foreign traits, the focus

of attention must be placed on clarifying the ways of appropriation on a local level

and on how, in the course of their integration into existing practices, new cultural

forms were created. Such an investigation of the appropriation of objects coming

from the outside necessitates, however, radically questioning our presuppositions

about the factors guiding pre-modern intercultural exchange. While this is quite

clear in the case of the assumption of a general applicability of “rational” economic

behaviour, it is much less obvious that our concept of the “world” cannot be

assumed to apply universally. Based on differing social imaginaries, societies

have conceived the shape of the surrounding world in very different ways, which

in turn must have had an immediate bearing on the changing attitudes towards

goods and ideas coming from the outside.

5.1 The Long-Lasting Impact of Culture-Historical

Ethnography

The field of prehistory and early history deals with the material remains of such

societies of the past in which systems of writing were either unknown or only used

to a very limited degree. In the light of this it is no wonder that material features are

decisive for the prevalent definition of archaeological cultures as constantly
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recurring groupings of structures and artefacts that are thought to be separable in

space and time (Childe 1929, VI). This definition, however, did not derive from

within the field, but was adopted from what was later called the “Kulturkreislehre”

(Bernbeck 1997, 27–28),1 which in the beginning of the twentieth century was the

most influential current of culture-historical ethnography in German-speaking

academia (Schmitz 1967b; Harris 1968, 382–392; R€ossler 2007, 8–15). Its

proponents aimed at differentiating cultural circles by charting the distribution of

certain aspects of the social structure, material culture, language, religion, music,

myths and what was regarded as “race” (cf. Ratzel 1967; Graebner 1967). The

special relevance of culture-historical ethnography for prehistory and early history

was rooted in a common interest in material culture, diffusion and origins. The

cultural circles were believed to be so conclusive that similarities in the form of

specific cultural traits even between far-removed regions were regarded as mean-

ingful and were used to reconstruct cultural origins by disentangling sequences of

diffusion or migration in space and time. The definitions of culture used in culture-

historical ethnography and the field of prehistory and early history share the ten-

dency to treat culture in an object-like way. The appearance of the same form is

taken to represent the same origin and the same meaning, or, as Jonathan Friedman

(1997, 82) has put it “. . .culture was contained in its embodiment rather than

its generativity”. It goes without saying that such a static definition makes it

extremely difficult to explain cultural change from within a given society. Instead,

change is attributed to outside factors, such as migration, diffusion of novelties,

or acculturation.

While in the decades after the Second World War the culture-historical approach

rather quickly lost its importance in cultural and social anthropology, some of its

methodology and way of reasoning still lingers on in the field of prehistory and

early history. In my opinion, it is insufficient to ascribe the often deplored theoreti-

cal abstinence of German prehistory and early history in the post-war period solely

to the sinister role of the discipline during National Socialism and the experience

with unfounded theories of ethnic and racial origins (Veit 1989, 48–49; Bernbeck

1997, 30–31). Instead, the reasons for the reluctance to engage with theory should

be sought in the very low degree of theoretical reflection in the field already before

the Second World War as well as in the fact that in post-war Germany, ethnology

for good reasons turned away from the ideas and methods of culture-history, which

led to a severing of ties with prehistory and early history. In this way, the latter field

became detached from the theoretical discourses within contemporary cultural

studies and carried on a methodological framework that had long been abandoned

in the discipline in which it had originated. On the other hand, in Great Britain and

the USA, where the culture-historical method never had many followers, the close

academic ties archaeology had to cultural and social anthropology were not

disrupted after the war and further developed on the basis of common theoretical

1 I am indebted to Hans-Peter Hahn for pointing-out that the proponents of culture-historical

ethnography did not use the term “Kulturkreislehre” to designate this school of ethnography.
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paradigms like functionalism, historical-particularism and later structuralism and

neo-evolutionism. For differing reasons, however, these theoretical currents were

not as interested in either material culture or intercultural contacts as culture-

historical ethnography (Streck 2000; Hahn 2008a, 89–92; 2008b, 191–194). This,

in turn, led to the under-representation of such subjects in Processual Archaeology,

Social Archaeology and other approaches in theoretical archaeology until the

1980s. For archaeology the post-structuralist re-discovery of the significance of

materiality and interculturality has opened up new perspectives for dealing with

such issues, although this requires a careful reflection on the shortcomings of the

culture-historical approach, unless one wants to run the risk of repeating earlier

mistakes and end-up creating a kind of neo-diffusionism (Streck 2000). The flaws

of culture-history consisted, above all, in the object-like approach towards culture,

the concentration on abstract “flows” of cultural traits, the lack of concepts of

agency and of practice, as well as the obsession with origins and the disinterest in

the contextualization of cultural forms and possible shifts in meaning (Streck 2000;

Hahn 2008b, 199). For a reassessment of the significance of subjects related

to materiality and interculturality, archaeology can draw on a variety of new theo-

retical approaches that mostly derive from post-colonial and cultural studies. One

of these concepts is cultural hybridity.

5.2 Cultural Hybridity – A Useful Concept for Archaeology?

As is well known, the essentialist notion of neatly separable cultures, societies and

even “races” living in accordance with themselves and nature, is rooted in ideals of

European romanticism of the nineteenth century that held “purity” in high esteem

and equated “hybridity” with degeneration and decay. In the last two decades,

the aforementioned re-assessment of intercultural contacts within cultural and post-

colonial studies has led to a total reversal of this situation, in which now cultural

hybridity is regarded as the rule and “purity” as a dangerous illusion (Ha 2005,

11–54). The question I would like to discuss is whether the concept of cultural

hybridity really can help give a fresh approach to the sources of the field of prehis-

tory and early history. Among the positive aspects of the application of the concept

I would mention the emphasis on the elusiveness of alleged cultural borders, on the

fluidity of the meaning of cultural forms, and on the dynamics of change provoked

by flows of goods and ideas. All this can serve as an important antidote to assump-

tions of cultural purity, and this alone could indeed open-up new avenues for

re-assessing the meaning of the units which are called archaeological cultures.

Still, I see the need to address several points of criticism that have been in my

opinion rightly raised against the concept of cultural hybridity.

First, it has been criticized that the use of the concept puts too much emphasis on

geographic origins by assuming that they are the defining characteristic of culture,

while it is the practice of integration that should be regarded as the decisive element

of culture (Friedman 1997, 81; Hahn 2008b, 194–199). In light of this criticism,
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I would stress the need to focus, as Hans-Peter Hahn (2004, 213–225; 2005,

99–107; 2008b, 195–200) and Gerd Spittler (2002) have pointed out, not on origins,

but on the forms of appropriation of foreign ideas and objects. Only in this way one

can avoid the diffusionist pitfalls of culture history and concentrate on the issue of

clarifying what new forms are being created.

Second, on epistemological grounds the question arises of whether the dialectics

of applying a concept like cultural hybridity do not necessarily require the existence

of exactly that which one wishes to overcome, namely an opposite state charac-

terized by a higher degree of purity (Kalra et al. 2005, 70–86). Accordingly, if the

concept of cultural hybridity is assumed to apply only to specific cases, then there

should be other cases that can be categorized at least as more unmixed and pure.

If, however, the concept is deemed valid always and everywhere - which seems to

be the position of most of its proponents - then doubts arise about the explanatory

value of such a concept.

This line of thought leads us to ask whether it is possible to differentiate different

forms and degrees of hybridity. In drawing on ideas of Mikhail Bakhtin (1981,

355–368), Pnina Werbner (1997) has proposed to make a distinction between what

she calls “organic hybridity” and “intentional hybridity”. With “organic hybridity”

she refers to routine processes, in which ideas, words and objects are constantly

borrowed and adopted from other groups of people in a relatively unreflected way,

so that the sense of order and continuity within society is not disrupted. Compared

to this, “intentional hybridity” refers to situations in which cultural forms coming

from the outside are employed by social actors to distance themselves from other

groups within a given society. Since this form of hybridity is deliberately chosen in

opposition to an existing state of affairs, it represents a challenge to social order and

identities (Werbner 1997, 5).

5.3 Imagined Worlds

The analysis of prehistoric and early historic sources has an extraordinary potential

for widening the scope of our understanding of the effects of interculturality,

because it confronts us with the material remains of societies that had been charac-

terized by a true universe of differing systems of value and forms of social space. In

order to fathom the transformative repercussions of such relations, it is necessary to

change the approach towards items coming from the outside. Using them mostly

for reconstructing past systems of exchange or for chronology archaeology has

restricted them to their properties of being objects and of being foreign. Instead, as

Hans-Peter Hahn has pointed out, what needs to be studied are the differing ways

foreign cultural forms are integrated into a new context, in order to clarify whether

their use followed patterns of practice comparable to or different from those in their

region of origin. To accomplish this, it is necessary to focus on micro-contexts

on the local level (Hahn 2008b, 199), irrespective of whether we are dealing with

ethnographic or archaeological sources.
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The main reason for the transformative potential of such acts of appropriation

already in pre-modern contexts lies in the agency of social actors exercised through

the prevalent forms of discourses and social practices. In combination with the

particular structure of a society, this agency must have at all times ensured that

impulses arriving from the outside were transformed by merging them with existing

values and world views.

There are two closely intertwined aspects of how agency operates in this context.

The first aspect is the one of translation, that is the discourses and practices through
which the meaning of new foreign traits are made accessible in the course of the

transfer from one society to another.

The second aspect derives from the social imaginary, that is the set of ideas

which groups have about themselves and others as well as about the world they

live in and the significance of material and immaterial traits received from the

outside (Anderson 1983; Taylor 2004, 23–30). The negotiation of the meaning and

value of foreign features is directly linked to how the surrounding world is

conceived. Roland Robertson (1992, 54–75) has criticized World-Systems Theory

for belittling the significance of cultural factors as ephemeral compared with those

of economy. By taking the modern vision of geography and space for granted,

World Systems Theory insinuates a universally applicable significance for econ-

omy, space and distance. The generally accepted view of the world as a coherent

entity with continents, seas and other geographical features is, however, a relatively

recent phenomenon. Before, based on differing social imaginaries, societies have

conceived the shape and the meaning of the surrounding world in very different

ways. Such views of the world were always at the same time world views

(Robertson 1992, 69–77), inasmuch as they were linked with the values and con-

victions of a group, and the question of its position with regard to the wider cosmos

and the natural and super-natural forces inhabiting it. But it would be overly

simplistic to assume that this linkage between ideological concepts and views

of the world is an aspect restricted to the past or to non-modern societies. As

Robertson (1992, 66) emphasizes, ideas of how the world should be conceived

and interpreted in modern globalization are likewise crucial for determining the

directions in which economic interests will be pursued.

Ideologically charged cognitive concepts of the world are highly dynamic,

inasmuch as the underlying presuppositions guide and give meaning to exchanges

made with the outside and, at the same time, are subject to change due to the

increase of knowledge gained in the course of such exchanges (Maran 2007, 4–5).

For this reason I find it justified to use the term “global” when speaking about

exchange in pre-modern times, because what was perceived as the “world” was

culturally constituted and differed from group to group, something which is lost by

retroactively imposing a contemporary view of the world as the only correct one.

Without textual sources to inform us about such issues, archaeology is not in

a position to grasp ancient discourses about the structure and the meaning of the

world and specific foreign features. But it is important to keep in mind that such

inner-societal processes for the creation of meaning must have had an immediate

bearing on the changing attitudes towards goods and ideas coming from the outside,
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since they were associated with the power of the forces of certain corners of the

world (Helms 1988, 3–65; 1993, 46–51). What in principle is accessible to archae-

ology is the level of social practices - insofar as they left traces in material remains.

By carefully studying find associations in closed micro-contexts, as well by observ-

ing indications for the manipulation of objects to fit new purposes, it is in some

cases possible to clarify how foreign traits may have been integrated into such

practices. Moreover, in rare cases of a sudden cultural re-orientation towards distant

areas one can even specify which areas of the “world” were charged with a special

meaning and through this get glimpses of how the surrounding world was con-

ceived (Maran 2011).

In summary, the biggest problem I see in concepts like cultural hybridity and

creolization is that in spite of their promise to overcome outdated obsessions with

purity and origins, there is the danger of these very aspects sneaking in, so to say,

through the back door. Moreover, if such concepts are thought to be generally

applicable, they are too unspecific to be of any explanatory value. Although I would

thus doubt the usefulness of the concept of cultural hybridity for interpreting

prehistoric and early historic finds, the issues raised by the concept are undoubtedly

of particular relevance for antiquity since they draw attention to the potential

for transformation inherent in interculturality. In dealing with the appearance of

foreign traits, the focus of attention must be placed on clarifying the ways of

appropriation on a local level and on how, in the course of their integration into

existing practices, new cultural forms were created. It seems to me that those cases

designated as “intentional hybridity” by Werbner are of particular relevance to

archaeology. Not only are they based on the conscious selection and employment of

a whole array of specific foreign traits, but they also have a high transformative

potential deriving from the agency of social groups which aim to change an existing

order and to construct new social identities. I have stressed the need to take the

social imaginary of a given group in consideration when discussing the question of

how foreign cultural traits were assessed. For far too long intercultural contacts in

antiquity as well as in modern times were viewed solely through the prisms of

economy and politics. In doing this it came to be overlooked that a generally

accepted view of the world must be taken as the absolute exception, rather than

the rule. In a long historical perspective diverging concepts of the world must have

played a crucial role in giving meaning to such contacts and to the foreign traits

received through them.
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Chapter 6

Adjusting the Image – Processes of Hybridization

in Visual Culture: A Perspective from Early

Christian and Byzantine Archaeology

Ute Verstegen

Abstract Since Christian visual culture emerged from the substratum of antique

pagan imagery in the late second – third century AD, the relationship between

iconoclastic and iconophile views has oscillated in Christianity. The basis of the

criticism against imagery was the ban imposed in the Old Testament, which

was interpreted, depending on exegetical stringency, as a strict ban on either the

production of images of God or of any representation of animated creatures. In the

eighth century, the confrontation between the opposing inner-Christian positions

culminated in the Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy. With reference to the actual

discourse of hybridity in cultural theory, this paper provides a case study of pro-

cesses in the eighth century which took place in the Syro-Palestinian region during

the clash of Christian and Muslim Arab religious ideas and visual cultures. Archae-

ological investigations of church interiors in this area have documented a trend

towards geometrical motifs on the one hand, and deliberate destruction of older

figural representations on the other: mosaic tesserae were removed from relevant

places in floor mosaics and rearranged on the same spot into abstract or floral

motifs. These discoveries raise the questions of the agents’ identity and the

backgrounds to these iconophobic acts.

Since Christian visual culture emerged from the substratum of antique pagan

imagery in the late second and third century AD, the relationship between icono-

clastic and iconophile views, between opponents and supporters of images in

church buildings, has oscillated in Christianity. The basis of the criticism against

imagery was the ban imposed on images in the Ten Commandments of the Old

Testament. In Exodus 20:4–5 we read: “You shall not make for yourself an idol in

the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.

You shall not bow down to them or worship them.” And in Deuteronomy 4:15–18:

“Therefore watch yourselves very carefully, so that you do not become corrupt and

make for yourselves an idol, an image of any shape, whether formed like a man or

a woman, or like any animal on earth or any bird that flies in the air, or like any

creature that moves along the ground or any fish in the waters below.”

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
Transcultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-21846-0_6, # Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2012
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In Early Christianity these verses were interpreted, depending on exegetical

stringency, either as a strict ban on the production of images of God or as

one on any representation of animated creatures.1 Concerning the manufacturing

techniques of images, the ban was usually understood as an interdiction of three-

dimensional cult statues, but sometimes even of two-dimensional representations.

In the eighth century, the confrontation between the opposing inner-Christian

positions culminated in the so-called Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy.2

This paper provides a case study of processes in the eighth century which took

place in the Syro-Palestinian region during the clash of Christian and Muslim Arab

religious ideas and visual cultures. As a part of the Eastern Roman (or Byzantine)

Empire, the region had experienced a period of economic prosperity in the sixth

century; during the first half of the seventh century it had suffered two invasions: in

614, a raid by Sasanian troops from Persia, and, after a short period of Byzantine re-

governance, the Islamic invasion of the 630s,3 which ushered in permanent Islamic

rule. The new rulers seem to have stayed tolerant towards the population, the

overwhelming majority of which remained Christian throughout the Early Islamic

period, especially during the Umayyad caliphate from 661 to 750 (Shboul and

Walmsley 1998). Numerous examples of churches discovered in excavations prove

that during this age, Christians continued to build, repair and refurnish churches

(Schick 1995; Piccirillo 2002; Shiyyab 2006). The available historical and archae-

ological evidence for Christian communities in the Palestinian region diminishes at

the beginning of the ninth century (Schick 1995, 2; Griffith 1997, 1998; Ribak

2007, 73). The same situation apparently occurred in the greater region of Syria

(Shiyyab 2006, 214).

Archaeological investigations of church interiors in this area have documented

an interesting break in the visual culture of the eighth century, which – as far as

we can judge by the archaeological remains – primarily affected the mosaic

pavements that were a standard feature in most late antique or Byzantine churches

there (Avi-Yonah 1932, 1933; Ovadiah and Ovadiah 1987; Piccirillo 1993).4

1 The literature on this topic is immense. For a current overview see J€aggi 2009, for a short

summary see Helas 2003. Broad insights are given by Elliger 1930, Bredekamp 1975, Bryer and

Herrin 1977, Dohmen and Sternberg 1987, Feld 1990, M€oseneder 1997, Besançon 2001, and

McClanan and Johnson 2005. Especially helpful are Baynes 1951, Stock 2007, and – on Western

iconoclasm – Angenendt 2001, and Noble 2009.
2 From the wide research available on this subject only some references shall be cited: Martin 1930

and Irmscher 1980 offer clear and still current summaries of the Byzantine Iconolastic Contro-

versy; a short overview can be found in Lange 2007. The iconoclasm under Leo III has been

analysed by Gero 1973. Grabar 1957 provides a collection of archaeological sources, which is

expanded by Brubaker and Haldon 2001. The cultural roots of the Byzantine phenomenon are

discussed by Barnard 1974.
3 The 634 invasion of Syria (fall of Gaza, Bethlehem), followed by the final, August 636 battle at

the river Yarmuk, and the falls of Jerusalem between 635 and 638, and Caesarea in 640.
4 As Piccirillo 1998, 263 points out, in this region the habit of laying out mosaic pavements and

wall mosaics persisted at least until the second half of the eighth century.
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These pavements consisted of small mosaic cubes laid out in ornamental patterns,

often featuring design elements such as depictions of people, animals, vegetation

and architecture. Many of these mosaic floors additionally showed dedicational

inscriptions which mention the date of dedication or completion of the church –

giving archaeologists important information about the precise age of the building.

In these mosaic floors the change in the visual culture occurred in two ways: on

the one hand, there was a trend towards newly laid pavements showing solely

geometrical motifs (Schick 1995, 181–183; Piccirillo 1998, 269; Brubaker and

Haldon 2001, 35; Piccirillo 2002, 243); in most cases, however, parts of older

pavements which had depicted living things were deliberately destroyed and

immediately repaired without recreating any figural representations. In his 1995

book on the Christian communities of Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic rule,

Robert Schick documents more than fifty church mosaics with iconoclastic damage

and more than seventy that remained undamaged.5 Schick suggests that those

mosaics with depictions of living things that survived might have been covered

before the time the others were damaged (Schick 1995, 188f.). By the eighth

century, as Schick argues, these churches may already have been abandoned or

used for other purposes. Another explanation would be that the iconophobic actions

resulted from selective decisions taken by local actors only, and were based on

ideas that were not shared by all members of society.6 To answer these questions,

a closer look at different forms of image destructions is helpful.

6.1 An Example of Iconophobic Activity Without Repair:

The Church at Kursi (Palaestina Secunda, Today Israel)

Only very few mosaics show clear signs of damage without subsequent repairs. One

of them is the mosaic pavement of the church at Kursi on the east bank of Lake

Tiberias (Fig. 6.1), which in late antiquity was part of the province of Palaestina

Secunda, and in early Muslim times was under the custody of the jund al-Urdunn.

Today the site belongs to Israel.

Ancient pilgrims commemorated the place as the spot where – according to

Matthew 8:28–34, Mark 5:1–13 and Luke 8:32–37 – Jesus drove the demons out of

a possessed man (or two) and transferred them to a herd of swine. The church and its

related monastery were probably built in the fifth or at the beginning of the sixth

century and partly destroyed and rebuilt in the seventh century (Ovadiah and

Gomez de Silva 1981, 238–240 no. 233; Tzaferis 1984; Ovadiah and Ovadiah

5Adnan Shiyyab has assembled more than 60 churches in Palestine and Jordan showing clear signs

of iconoclastic activities (Shiyyab 2006).
6 Eliya Ribak concludes that in the provinces of Palestine, “iconoclasm appears in 21% of

synagogues where human figures have been recognised and in 25% of churches with human

figures” (Ribak 2007, 33).
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1987, 103f.; Schick 1995, 195f. 377f. 387f.; Tzaferis 1993; Shiyyab 2006, 88–90;

Ribak 2007, 182f.).

Set within the mosaics’ ornamental framework (Figs. 6.2 and 6.3) are fields with

depictions of plants, vegetables and fruit forming a repeating motif in a row

(e.g. grapes, melons, pomegranates). Other rows have lost their pictures, because

Fig. 6.1 Kursi (Israel), church, ground plan showing traces of mosaic pavements (Tzaferis

1993, 77)
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they were destroyed and not subsequently repaired, leaving holes in the pavement.

The current mortar fillings in the places of damage resulted from restoration work

done after the excavation of the site in the 1970s.7

Fig. 6.2 Kursi (Israel), church, mosaic in northern aisle, detailed view (Sebastian Watta,

Nuremberg, 2009)

Fig. 6.3 Kursi (Israel), church, mosaic in northern aisle, detailed view (Sebastian Watta,

Nuremberg, 2009)

7 For the original conditions see Ovadiah and Ovadiah 1987, pl. CIX.
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In some fields slight traces of the motifs survived the ancient damage and show

that they originally contained depictions, especially of birds. Only very few images

of animals were left intact: two birds for example escaped damage because a fallen

column covered them during the time of iconoclasm. The fallen column suggests in

turn that the building was no longer used as a church and already at least partially

destroyed, if not completely ruined. Pottery and coins from the Umayyad period

indicate a later occupation and use of the ruined building as a stable. This later

reoccupation lasted until the middle of the eighth century, so that the partial collapse

must have occurred before then, supposedly at the beginning of the eighth century

(Schick 1995, 195). As perpetrators of the damage Robert Schick thus suspects the

later occupants of the site and identifies the deliberate damage as later vandalism

(Schick 1995, 196). It is unknownwhether these people were Christians orMuslims.8

6.2 An Example of Iconophobic Activity of Damage

and Repair: The Church of Saint Stephen

at Umm er-Rasas (Arabia, Today Jordan)

Contrary to what the example of Kursi suggests, mosaic images were usually

damaged with care. This seeming paradox will be clarified in the following. In

most cases considerable time and effort was spent to remove the mosaic tesserae

from relevant places in the floor mosaics by plucking out the cubes individually

or in small groups from the images. The surrounding areas, however, remained

unscathed. Often the material was removed so precisely that the outlines of the

image forms are still visible (Schick 1995, 194). Usually the created holes were

refilled with mosaic tesserae, either by forming abstract patterns or by inserting

geometrical or vegetative designs. In some cases it seems certain that the same

mosaic cubes ripped out before were then mixed up and used to patch the gaps

(Schick 1995, 195; Piccirillo 1998, 269; 2002, 243).9 In these cases damage and

repair took place more or less at the same time.

The site of Umm er-Rasas (ancient Kastron Mefa’a in the province of Arabia, in

early Muslim time part of the jund Dimashq) in present Jordan, 70 km south of

Amman, features the churches with the most significantly damaged and repaired

mosaics. One of them is the Church of Saint Stephen (Figs. 6.4 and 6.5), which was

built in the sixth or seventh century outside the city walls, redecorated in the eighth

century, excavated in 1986 and analysed in terms of iconoclastic damage by

Susanna Ognibene in her publication of 2002 (Ognibene 2002).

8 Damage of that kind has also been found in the Palestinian Jewish synagogues of Na’aran and

Meroth (Ribak 2007, 33). In Meroth the evidence suggests that only the eyes of the figures were

destroyed. This alteration, combined with covering the mosaic with a flagstone floor, already took

place before the Muslim reign, possibly at the end of the fifth or the beginning of the sixth century

(Ribak 2007, 34).
9 E.g. at Madaba (map church and cathedral), Nitl, Rihab, Umm er-Rasas, Zei.
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The church of Saint Stephen contains two dated mosaic floors (Piccirillo 1993,

36f. 233. 238f.; Piccirillo and Alliata 1994, 242–246; Schick 1995, 472–474;

Blázquez 1996, 138; Ognibene 2002, 144). In the apse is a purely geometric mosaic

dated by inscription to March 756, in the time of Bishop Job. There is a second

inscription in the nave which appears to date to 785, but by analysing the repairs in

this section meticulously, Robert Schick has argued convincingly that this date

“appears to be incorrect and should be changed to 718” (Schick 1995, 472).10

Fig. 6.4 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, ground plan, also showing mosaic

pavements (Ognibene 2002, 52 fig. 4)

10 See also the drawing in Schick 1995, plate X. The present inscription has to be read as 785, in the

time of Bishop Sergius, given as year 680 according to the era of the province of Arabia.
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Fig. 6.5 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, aerial view (Piccirillo and Alliata 1994,

135 fig. 23)

The explanation given for the different original date is that the inscription was damaged around

that date. The person who repaired the damage didn’t know Greek as can be recognised by the

incorrect use of individual letters. A few coloured mosaic cubes in the otherwise pure white

background give a hint of which part was damaged and then restored by the worker. The first letter

of the date seems to be original. It is a Greek X, symbolising 600 in the system of the milesian

numerals. The following Greek letter P symbolising 80 is a restoration. Instead of it, Schick

argues, originally there were the letters IG symbolising 13 (I ¼ 10, G ¼ 3). Piccirillo and Alliata

1994, 244–246 and Ognibene 2002, 79 follow Schick in this argumentation. The restoration of the

date was completed before the church was abandoned.
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Pottery sherds and coins that were found during the excavation indicate that the

building complex existed until the ninth or tenth century, when it was abandoned

and finally collapsed (Schick 1995, 474; Ognibene 2002, 145).11

The eighth century church’s nave mosaic is one of the largest and exemplifies the

highest quality to be found in the region (Figs. 6.6 and 6.7). Its rectangular middle

panel shows a continuous vine scroll forming medallions once filled with single

images of people and animals, as well as a central basket which still remains. The

rectangle is framed by a zone with black background presenting fishing scenes – a

so-called Nilotic scene – while in the second outer frame the most important cities

of the region (including e.g. Kastron Mefa’a, Jerusalem and Gaza) are depicted as

vignettes, a typical late antique manner of architectural representation. The side

aisles were paved with mosaics showing round and square fields with depictions of

small animals, especially birds. In front of the altar zone, at the eastern end of the

nave, is a panel (Fig. 6.8) that contains a long dedicatory inscription mentioning

the officiating bishop Sergius, the patron saint Stephanos, the name of the city

and the date of the mosaic’s completion. Originally, seven benefactors separated by

fructified trees were represented underneath these lines.

Fig. 6.6 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, mosaic floor in the nave, view to the east

(Ute Verstegen, Nuremberg, 2001)

11 The mosaics of the two churches at Umm er-Rasas were covered with a layer of silt and ash. This

indicates that the buildings were abandoned for some time before their collapse. Obviously

the buildings were not extensively robbed before they collapsed because many fragments of the

interior furnishings - such as columns, chancel screens, and reliquaries - were found inside. The

latest pottery sherds found in the area of the two churches of Bishop Sergius and Saint Stephen

have been Early Islamic, perhaps datable to the ninth century.
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While the architectural and vegetative motifs of all these mosaics remained

intact, all depictions of people and animals were thoroughly damaged, either in part

or in total. A detailed view (Fig. 6.9a, b) suggests a slight tendency to confine the

damage to the heads of people and animals, sometimes also to the limbs, whereas

the torsos were left unscathed.12 By destroying the parts of the body that enable

options for activity – hands, feet, mouth and eyes – it seems that the figures should

be rendered innocuous.

Fig. 6.7 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, mosaic floor in the nave, view to the west

(Ute Verstegen, Nuremberg, 2001)

Fig. 6.8 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, mosaic pavement at the east end of the

nave with an inscription formerly dating to 718 (changed to 785) (Piccirillo and Alliata 1994, 140

fig. 30)

12 Another example for this modus operandi can be found in the lower church at el-Quweisma. For

various examples see Schick 1995, 200.
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In some cases the original images were replaced by decorative motifs of geo-

metrical or floral type. This can be studied best in the panel with the seven

benefactors (Fig. 6.8), which shows that only the figures were obliterated, while

the inscriptions with the names of the benefactors were kept unchanged. Clearly,

there was no intention of erasing the memory of the donators.

Only two birds in the southern aisle, some little fish and squid in the Nilotic

scene and one of two fish on a plate (Fig. 6.10) were left intact. Maybe the birds

Fig. 6.9 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, central mosaic panel. Figural repre-

sentations of standing people with damaged faces and extremities (Ognibene 2002, 205 photo 33

(a), 217 photo 38 (b))

Fig. 6.10 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, northern aisle. Undamaged section of

mosaic with depiction of a fish on a plate (Ognibene 2002, 353 photo 106)
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were overlooked, or some furnishing stood on top of them at the time of the

iconoclastic activity. Schick suggests that the fish on the plate was considered

dead – which means it was not considered to be a living creature according to the

instructions of the Ten Commandments or to Muslim conceptions – and therefore

was omitted (Schick 1995, 473). Strangely enough, in the Nilotic scene the workers

who repaired the damage placed a fish in the patch (Fig. 6.11).

Discoveries like these in Umm er-Rasas raise the question of who were the

agents and what were the backgrounds to these iconophobic acts. An important

question is, for example, whether the destructors and repairers of the mosaics were

the same people. Cases which show that the same tesserae were removed, mixed up,

and then reinserted, indicate that damage and repair occurred at the same time.

One would largely assume that the new Muslim population was responsible for

these acts of destruction. However, the replacement of a damaged section with

a cross (Fig. 6.12) in the mosaic pavement of Saint Stephen in Umm er-Rasas

suggests that the repairers were themselves Christians and had an interest in

repairing the damaged mosaics, because the churches were still used by Christian

congregations. This evidence finds a parallel in another damaged and repaired

mosaic in the church at Masuh (Fig. 6.13), located between Umm er-Rasas and

Amman (Piccirillo 1993, 252; Schick 1995, 404f.; Shiyyab 2006, 109). There the

damaged sections were carefully repaired using larger mosaic cubes than those used

in the original mosaic. In another case at Masuh the patch included the repre-

sentation of a church building, which also hints at the Christian origin of the repairs.

The carefulness of the eradication and the repair also indicates that the actors were

themselves Christians. But what was their motivation behind these actions?

Fig. 6.11 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, frieze with Nilotic scene surrounding

the central mosaic panel. Damaged mosaic formerly showing animals and fishing amorini, at the
left a patch of the iconophobic phase depicting a fish (Bowersock 2006, 79 fig. 3.9)

78 U. Verstegen



Fig. 6.12 Umm er-Rasas

(Jordan), Church of St

Stephen. Detail of the first

register of the central mosaic

panel showing a cross in the

filling used to repair

iconophobic damage

(Ognibene 2002, 163 photo

11 and tavola 3)

Fig. 6.13 Masuh (Jordan), church. Detail of the mosaic pavement showing a cross in the filling

used to repair iconophobic damage (Schick 1995, plate 21)
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6.3 Early Christian Critique of Images

In the Byzantine Empire and the Muslim regions the dispute over images peaked in

the eighth and ninth centuries. Within a few years in the same decade of the eighth

century there seem to have been two distinct and universal prohibitions of images,

one by the Muslim caliph and one by the Byzantine emperor.

An early sign of the upcoming iconoclastic movement in Byzantium came when

in 730 the Byzantine emperor Leo III (r. 717–741) forbade the veneration of

religious images (Hausammann 2004, 257–259).13 He banned all representations

of revered persons on icons, referring to Christ, the Virgin Mary, martyrs and saints.

And indeed, between 730 and 787 (and again from 815 to 843) the production of

icons that included images of Christ, the Virgin, and the saints was stopped. At the

same time, in some places, especially in Constantinople, icons of that type were

eliminated. There is, for example, clear evidence of an iconoclastic removal of

mosaic depictions in Constantinople’s Hagia Sophia and in the church of the

Koimesis at Nicaea (today’s İznik in Turkey, not far from Constantinople) some

time during the 760s (Brubaker and Haldon 2001, 20–22).

The prohibition only referred to religious imagery. There is no evidence, how-

ever, that the Byzantine iconoclasts rejected any type of image depicting people

and animals. In the life of St Stephen the Younger, who died in 767, there is a

passage giving us an impression of the iconoclastic actions under Leo III’s son

Constantine V14:

“And wherever there were venerable images of Christ or the Mother of God or

the saints, these were consigned to the flames or were gouged out or smeared over.

If, on the other hand, there were pictures of trees or birds or senseless beasts, and, in

particular, satanic horse-races, hunts, theatrical and hippodrome scenes, these were

preserved with honour and given greater lustre.”15

The tone of the passage shows clearly that the author dissents from the icono-

clastic actions. He also did not approve of imagery depicting typical ‘leisure

activities’ of Byzantine society, which had always been a matter of critique in

religious circles. Iconoclasm in the Byzantine Empire thus differed fundamentally

from the archaeologically observed actions of damage to church mosaic floors in

the former provinces of Palestine and Arabia. This allows us to presume that the

13 The exact beginning of Leo III’s iconoclasm is not handed down in the written sources. Probably

one of his first actions was the destruction of the icon of Christ at the Chalke portal leading to the

imperial palace in Constantinople in 726.
14 Although the text was written by Stephen the deacon (of the Great Church in Constantinople) at

the beginning of the ninth century according to his own statement, the iconophile passages may

have been added as late as the end of the iconoclastic controversy in the middle of the ninth

century. See Auzépy 1997.
15 Vita Stephani iunioris (Patrologia Graeca 100, col. 1113), translation by Mango 1993, 152.
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damage was not inspired by Byzantine practices.16 This is the reason why the most

prominent researcher of mosaics in the Middle East, the Italian Michele Piccirillo,

refused to describe the damage as “iconoclastic”, and instead called it “iconophobic”

(Piccirillo 1996).

Leo III was not the first Christian ruler to criticize the veneration of icons.

Already from the fifth to the seventh centuries, Christianity had struggled with

the internal dogmatic dispute about the human and divine natures of Christ. As a

result of and in opposition to the council of Chalcedon held in 451, where the

double nature of Christ (perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity) was declared to

be orthodox belief, the so-called Monophysite churches sprung up and spread over

Syria, the Levant, Egypt and parts of Asia Minor (today’s Turkey) (Hausammann

2004, 1–145). Monophysites argued that Christ has only one nature, his humanity

being absorbed by his deity. While the ‘Chalcedonian’ orthodoxy – also enforced

by the Byzantine Emperors – came to take hold in the central regions of Syria and

Palestine from the later fifth century onward (Griffith 2008, 6), in the hinterland and

in the monastic milieu Monophysitism was widely accepted, so that in some regions

both persuasions co-existed (Mundell 1977, 64; Griffith 2008, 5–8). There are some

indications in the archaeological records that in churches used by Monophysite

congregations there was a tendency to avoid representational, figurative art by

favouring symbolical representations like the cross, sometimes adding trees, vines

and, on occasion, architectural scenes or Eucharistic vessels (Mundell 1977, 64–70;

King 1985, 272–276). Hence, already before Islam there was a tendency among

certain Christian groups in the Near East to adopt non-figurative motifs in their

churches.

Additionally, even before Leo III’s actions, there was a debate over icons in Asia

Minor (Gero 1973, 85–93; Hausammann 2004, 252–257). Literary evidence shows

that Jews and Arabs criticized Christians and urged them to act against images

(Hausamann 2004, 256f.). In 724, the patriarch of Constantinople, Germanos, who

later refused to sign Leo III’s iconoclastic edict, wrote to Thomas of Claudiopolis

concerning a policy of iconoclasm that Thomas had locally enforced (Mansi 1960,

XIII 107–128A). The correspondence has been preserved in the proceedings of the

Second Council of Nicaea in 787, which had assembled to condemn iconoclasm.

The acts also refer to a number of Jewish destructions of images17 (Mansi 1960,

16 In addition, Byzantine iconoclasm was turned down by the Christian church hierarchy in the

east. It was condemned by local synods and patriarchs in 760, 764 and 767 (Brubaker and Haldon

2001, 35).
17 In the sixth century, Jewish communities also showed a revulsion for figural representations

which previously had been accepted in synagogues (King 1985, 26; Fine 2000). Eliya Ribak has

observed that “iconoclasm also affected both churches and Jewish synagogues in the same way

and in the same locations, suggesting a shared theology of images” (Ribak 2007, 78). Interestingly,

Samaritan synagogues in Palestine that were likewise decorated with mosaic floors were not

affected by iconoclasm. The reason for this was that originally they did not depict living creatures

on their mosaic pavements or any other religious object (Ribak 2007, 33, 78).
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XIII 24E–32A), but it is unclear if this does not reflect the typical hostility towards

Jews in iconophile literature.

In the 720s, the atmosphere of criticism against images in the Near East

intensified, as internal and local Christian controversies raged on and Jewish and

Muslim attitudes hardened against images.

6.4 Muslim Attitudes Towards Images

The emergence of Muslim opposition to images has been an intense field of study.18

While the Qur’ān does not contain a prohibition against images per se – except if

used as idols – Muslim attitudes towards images are documented in the h
˙
adı̄t , the

oral heritage relating to the statements and actions of the prophet Muhammad

written down in the late eighth and ninth centuries. They show an opposition to

depictions of any living being that possesses rūh
˙
, the “breath of life”, because these

depictions were seen as a blasphemous imitation of God’s power of creation

(Shiyyab 2006, 2–18). As plants and trees were not considered to contain the breath

of life, their depiction was not forbidden (Shiyyab 2006, 15–17, Belting 2008, 75).

According to the h
˙
adı̄t, another possibility of keeping an existing figural represen-

tation was to cut off the head of the figure or remove other basic parts of the body to

eliminate the viability of the depicted creature (Shiyyab 2006, 14f.). This Muslim

attitude corresponds much better than Byzantine iconoclasm with the archaeolog-

ical evidence in the mosaics. On the other hand, there are references in the h
˙
adı̄t

suggesting that images shown on carpets or pillows or on other objects used to sit or

step on are not regarded as condemnable (Shiyyab 2006, 17f.). But since these cases

only refer to textile decorations, mosaic floors may still have posed a problem

because they were immovable and made of another, durable material.

Some years before Leo III’s edict, the Umayyad caliph Yazı̄d II (r. 720–724) had

issued a ban on images of all living things (Vasiliev 1955–56). The specific date of

this edict is unknown because of differing documentations in the literary traditions:

it was issued either in the year 721 or in the year 723 (Shiyyab 2006, 22–37).

Curiously enough, Yazı̄d’s ban was acknowledged early in Byzantine sources, but

is absent from early Muslim sources until the tenth century, when parts of the story

appear but the destruction of images in churches still goes unmentioned (Shiyyab

2006, 31–34). The earliest account of Yazı̄d’s edict is given in 787. A presbyter of

Jerusalem named John delivered it to the iconophile Second Council of Nicaea

(Mansi 1960, XIII 195E–200C). He reports that a Jewish sorcerer in Tiberias

promised Yazı̄d that he would rule for 30 years if he would enforce the order

throughout the caliphate:

18 There is also an extensive bibliography on the Muslim attitudes towards images. See for instance

the overview chapters in Barnard 1974, 10–33, Besançon 2000, 77–81, and Belting 2008, 67–80

with further references, and the publications of Paret 1960, Paret 1976–77, Grabar 1977, King

1985, Shiyyab 2006, and Naef 2007.
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“that every kind of pictorial representation, on boards or in wall-mosaic or on

holy vessels or altar-cloths, or anything else of the sort that is found in all Christian

churches, should be obliterated and entirely destroyed; not only these, but also all

the effigies that are set up as decoration in the marketplaces of cities” (translation in

Schick 1995, 21).

John continues that the Christians preferred to flee and not to destroy holy icons

with their own hands, so that the Emirs who had been charged with this task had to

impose it on Jews and Arabs.

But, as we have seen, this literary tradition does not accord with the archaeolog-

ical evidence which points to the Christians themselves carefully disfiguring and

repairing the mosaics. The aim of the actors was not to remove all traces of the

images. Often the outlines of the depictions remained visible, or traces of them were

left intact. The images were, in a way, ‘camouflaged’. Keeping in mind the Muslim

attitude towards images as documented in the h
˙
adı̄t , Robert Schick argues that the

Christians who carried out the damage and repairs acted under duress (Schick 1995,

218f.). Muslim government officials may have ordered the destruction of images in

the churches, and the Christians “may then have done the damage themselves to

forestall others from doing it” (Schick 1995, 219). As in some churches undamaged

and damaged and repaired images coexist within the same pavement, Glen

Bowersock assumed recently “that the unexpected order to destroy images was in

force for a very short time” (Bowersock 2006, 103). Perhaps Yazı̄d, who died in

724, formulated his ban only a few months before his death, which could explain

the archaeological evidence.

Besides Yazı̄d’s edict there are no references, neither by Christian nor by

Muslim authors, to image-breaking under other Umayyad caliphs. G.B.R. King

therefore concludes that Yazı̄d’s action was “a rarity worthy of comment” (King

1985, 267) and that under normal circumstances the Muslim rulers would have

allowed the use of icons and figural representations inside Christian churches.

There is no certainty, however, as to whether the workers who carried out

the damage on the mosaics really acted under pressure. In his analysis of the

Muslim contribution to the iconophobic activities in Jordan and Palestine, Adnan

Shiyyab concludes that the Christians acted voluntarily, because at the same time

and in the same region churches existed or were newly built that contained

pictorial representations which remained unharmed (Shiyyab 2006, 3). Peter

Baumann supposes that those Christians who destroyed images in their churches

did so in order to prove their loyalty to their new Muslim rulers (Baumann

1999, 48).

Recent studies have called attention to another possible explanation for the

observed phenomenon: the early Muslim use of existing Christian churches for

prayer. As Suliman Bashear has shown, Muslim prayer in churches was common

practice during the seventh and eighth centuries (Bashear 1991). The fact that in

some churches the images in the eastern zone remained intact may be explained by

the prohibition that stopped Muslims from entering the cleric’s zones in churches

(Piccirillo 1998, 278). Bowersock uses these observations to explain the back-

ground of Yazı̄d’s actions: he supposes that the Muslim utilization of Christian
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churches for prayer was the reason why the caliph intended to apply the strict

specifications for mosques, among which was the renunciation of figural represen-

tations, to churches, too (Bowersock 2006, 109f.).

6.5 The Emergence of a Hybrid Visual Culture

At the end of the seventh and the beginning of the eighth century, the new Muslim

rulers forced a campaign of publicly and symbolically claiming the occupied

territories for Islam and setting up a new religious hegemony.19 Concurrently,

they developed their own architectural and visual culture which to this day is

well known. Major examples are the famous Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and

the Umayyad Great Mosque in Damascus, which had been the caliphal capital and

thus the Muslim political power base since the reign of caliph Mu:āwiya (r. 41–60/

661–680). Founded by the Umayyad caliph al-Walı̄d b. ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 86–96/

705–715), the Umayyad mosque was built during his reign from 705 to 715, which

corresponds more or less with the time when the mosaic floor was laid in the nave of

Saint Stephen’s church at Umm er-Rasas.

In spite of several fires that destroyed important parts of the mosque’s interior,

the building still shows traces of lavish decoration with marble revetments and

mosaics. The walls in the western colonnaded portico – in Arabic called riwāq – of

the court of the Damascus Mosque are covered with sophisticated, polychrome

glass mosaics depicting motifs that can be compared to those in the visually

‘cleaned’ Christian mosaics (Figs. 6.14 and 6.15). Framed with ornaments, the

Damascene mosaics show architectural representations in a landscape with fruit

trees and a river, which alludes to paradise. There is not a single image of a person

or an animal. The motif of the vine scrolls that features on the central panel in Umm

er-Rasas is present here, too: firstly, there are depictions of vine branches set with

gold glass mosaic tesserae in some of the architectural representations of the riwāq

mosaics. Secondly, a gilded marble vine frieze (Fig. 6.15) with clusters of grapes

and pomegranates – both a Muslim symbol for paradise and for cosmic monarchy –

once encircled the interior of the prayer hall (Flood 2001, 238, figs. 28, 32, 33).

It is often emphasized that the Umayyad Muslim architectural and visual culture

derived from artistic traditions of pre-Islamic Syria and Byzantium, which were

restructured and reshaped for the specific requirements of Muslim society. In his

book about the Great Mosque of Damascus, published in 2001, Finbarr Flood

describes this process as “a type of inter-cultural translation” determined by various

factors such as the specific religious needs of the Muslim community and the

necessity to communicate with a wider, non-Muslim audience (Flood 2001, 237).

The attempt to develop a new visual culture shows the necessity of defining oneself

19 For an overview of the diverse activities associated with this campaign see for example Griffith

2008.

84 U. Verstegen



as different in relation to pre-existing cultural groups like Jews and especially

Christians. At the same time, the new imagery should also be ‘legible’ to a certain

degree to these previous groups. In his 1988 study of the Damascus mosaics,

Fig. 6.14 Damascus (Syria), Great Umayyad mosque, western riwāq, wall mosaic (Carola J€aggi,
Nuremberg, 2005)

Fig. 6.15 Damascus (Syria), Great Umayyad mosque, western riwāq, wall mosaic (Carola J€aggi,
Nuremberg, 2005)
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Klaus Brisch argues that the depictions in the riwāq are paradisiacal in theme, and

notes that the images were also “a missionary act of propaganda fidei, an invitation
to the Jewish and Christian subjects of the Islamic ruler to convert. Just as the

inscriptions inside the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem appeal in particular . . . to the
Christians under Islam, defining clearly what they may retain of their former religion

and what they must abandon, so the mosaics at Damascus could have provided them

with a vision of Paradise similar to the one with which they were familiar, yet which

had the appeal of its glorious artistic language.” (Brisch 1988, 18)

It is interesting that even during his lifetime, al-Walı̄d was accused by Muslim

fellows of buildingmosques in the style of churches.20 This response does not astonish

modern scholars, because of the many references in Muslim sources attesting the

Umayyad builders’ high esteem for Byzantine craftsmanship, which manifested itself

in the immediate employment of Byzantine workmen and artists in the construction

and decoration of new Muslim religious buildings (Gibb 1958, 225–229; El Cheikh

2004, 55–60). In the tenth century, the Arab geographer al-Muqaddası̄ wrote that for

the construction of the mosque in Damascus, Caliph al-Walı̄d gathered artisans from

Persia, India, the Maghrib, and also Byzantium; furthermore, the Byzantine Emperor

himself sent implements and mosaics as gifts for the building. This Byzantine

commitment may not have been voluntary since al-Muqaddası̄ also mentioned that

al-Walı̄d threatened the emperor with the destruction of churches in the Muslim

regions if his requirements were not fulfilled (El Cheikh 2004, 57). According to

a tradition related in the annals of the Persian historian at-Tabarı̄ (838/9–923),

a similar transaction occurred when al-Walı̄d began building the mosque of the

Prophet in Medina in 707. The Byzantine emperor not only sent 100,000 mithqāl

(which corresponds to 425 kg) of gold, but also 100 workmen and 40 loads of mosaic

cubes. The emperor also allegedly ordered a search for mosaic cubes in destroyed

cities, and had them sent to al-Walı̄d (Gibb 1958, 225; El Cheikh 2004, 57; another

tradition after al-Samhūdı̄ is given in W€ustenfeld 1860, 73; Gibb 1958, 229).

Comparing the elements of the iconographical repertoire of the original church

mosaic with the decoration of the mosque yields strong analogies (Fig. 6.16). There

are rows of fructified trees on the banks of streams (the ornamental frieze pattern

of the spiral meander wave at the bottom of the benefactors’ panel can also be

interpreted as a symbol for water), rows of architectural vignettes, and vine scrolls.

In the mosque, of course, symbols of the cross are absent. Moreover, the mosque’s

wall mosaics differ from the church pavement in that they use more lavish

materials, e.g. mother-of-pearl, or gold glass mosaic tesserae for the background.

This practice was common albeit characteristic only of ambitiously decorated

Byzantine churches, and not employed for mosaic floors because the material was

too easily destroyed by people walking on it. Another difference is the high artistic

quality of the mosque’s mosaics, which match the highly ambitious architectural

20 At least later Medieval sources hand down this tradition, e.g. al-Samhudi in his chronicle of

Medina, in most parts finished in 886/1481, cf. W€ustenfeld 1860, 74. See the whole passage

concerning “Architecture and its audiences” in Flood 2001, 213–236.
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decoration in one of the capital’s prestigious buildings. Of course, such an artistic

level cannot be expected in a monument built by the local population in a peripheral

area. Nevertheless, the mosaic pavements of Saint Stephen at Umm er-Rasas are

among the best of the time and region (Fig. 6.17). After the iconophobic destruction

Fig. 6.16 Damascus (Syria), Great Umayyad mosque, photo of the qibla wall before the fire of

1893 (Flood 2001, fig. 28)

Fig. 6.17 Umm er-Rasas (Jordan), Church of St Stephen, and Damascus (Syria), Great Umayyad

mosque. Comparative set of elements of the imagery (Ute Verstegen, 2011)
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that eliminated the images of all living beings, the church mosaic approximated

Muslim imagery even more. Muslims visiting the site may have felt familiar with

the imagery, but a Christian visitor may well have noticed the ‘camouflage’ and

superficial adoption of the new requirements. The imagery ‘created’ by damage and

repair may therefore be called ‘hybrid’.

6.6 Discussing Historical Visual Cultures in the Context

of the Actual Discourse of Hybridity

Over the last decades, the terms ‘hybridity’ and ‘hybridization’ acquired a new

semantic dimension in the context of post-colonial studies. Originally associated

with biological mixtures, in social and cultural theory the term ‘hybridization’

is now used in the notion of the intermixing and amalgamation of formerly

separated social and cultural phenomena, especially of ethnic and national

identities (Hall 1994; Said 1994; Bhabha 1994; Seibel 2008). The analytical

concept of hybridization clearly refuses a strictly dualistic model and instead

hinges on an “either-and-or” approach (“Entweder-und-oder-Modell”), as Elka

Tschernokoshewa calls it (Tchernokoshewa and Juri-Pahor 2005, 23f.), where

differences are not negated, and thus permits to describe complex and interwoven,

sometimes even contradictory social and cultural processes. Products that emerge

from such processes are called ‘hybrids’.

Homi K. Bhabha shows that processes of hybridization tend to “emerge in

moments of historical transformation” (Bhabha 1994, 2). They occur in instable

societies, characterized by unequal power relations, an atmosphere of tension and

violence, and the disruption of cultural traditions. In a wider perspective “hybridity

has existed wherever civilizations conflict, combine, and synthesize” (Stam 1999,

60). Bhabha observes that in colonial situations the clashing cultures do not coexist,

but find themselves in a “Culture’s In-Between” that includes unequal “cultural

times” (Bhabha 1998, 56) caused by differing pasts which implicate differing

foresights.21 For the analyses of historical cultural objects and phenomena these

observations turn the focus onto the issue of how ‘foreign’ elements were appro-

priated and incorporated into a particular cultural setting. Therefore it is necessary

to distinguish precisely between the diverse parts of entangled ‘familiar’ and

‘foreign’ components of these objects and phenomena.22

21 Bonz and Struve 2006, 143 describe this phenomenon as the “Gleichzeitigkeit von Ungleich-

zeitigkeiten verschiedener Kulturen”.
22 For the nascent discourse on this topic in the fields of art history and archaeology see Borgolte

and Schneidm€uller 2009, and the contributions of Philipp Stockhammer and Joseph Maran in the

present volume. Dealing with the artistic changes of the 1990s, which were caused by the

influences of the so-called new media, Christian W. Thomsen may be considered as a precursor

of the debate (Thomsen 1994).
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The example shown in this paper offers rare evidence for such cultural processes

in the early history of Christianity. Unfortunately, besides the archaeological

evidence there are no historical written sources which shed light on the motifs

and self-conceptions of those that inflicted the iconophobic damage on the church

mosaics. In their manner of destroying figural representations they followed

principles towards imagery which the new Muslim rulers of the region may have

introduced to them. At any rate, their actions resulted in the creation of hybrids,

which include traditional Christian imagery reduced to those elements which were

also acceptable to Muslim religious convictions. This process of hybridization was

simultaneously a mode of appropriation and one of resistance, because parts or at

least outlines of the destroyed mosaic sections remained visible and recognizable

to someone familiar with the traditional iconography and the modes of representa-

tion. In 1933, Michael Avi-Yonah used the term “palimpsest mosaic” (Avi-Yonah

1933, 73) to describe those mosaics with ‘camouflaged’, but in their outlines still

visible figures.23 In the hybridity discourse, Robert Stam has again drawn attention

to the frequently observed “palimpsestic aesthetics” of cultural objects that are

created in processes of cultural hybridization (Stam 1999),24 so that the palimpsest

phenomenon might be one of the core indications for objects of that kind.

If we assume that the iconophobic actions were caused by Muslim intervention,

further evidence for an almost hidden aspect of resistance to it can be observed in

the symbols of the cross found in the fillings of the damaged mosaic sections. While

it has always been the most important symbol in Christianity, the cross also became

the principal sign of the Byzantine Empire in the course of the seventh century. Its

prominence and ubiquity, e.g. on Byzantine coinage, often caused Muslim rulers to

eradicate the sign from any Muslim context, to forbid its display in public, and

sometimes even physically to attack and destroy crosses (King 1985).

Against this, once Muslim governors started to develop a new visual culture for

their religious building programme, their imagery relied greatly on elements of the

traditional Christian iconographical repertoire.25 Thus, for a short time in the eighth

century, Christians and Muslims in the Syro-Palestinian region shared a visual

culture which had developed by processes of hybridization and was branded by

the mark of hybridity.

23 He talked of the mosaic floor at Khirbet ’Asida as “a curious case of a ‘palimpsest’ mosaic, with

the animals’ forms recognizable among the later flowers”.
24 I owe this reference to Hans Peter Hahn.
25 Flood 2001, 224 n. 171 underlines that the imagery of the Umayyad mosaics is very similar to

the iconoclastic decoration of Monophysite churches; see the discussion above.
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Chapter 7

Transfer of German Human Resource

Management Practices: Replication,

Localization, Hybridization

Torsten M. K€uhlmann

Abstract This paper examines the transfer of human resource (HR) practices from

German parent companies to their Chinese subsidiaries. Based upon a review of

the literature we outline important determinants and outcomes of cross-border

transfers in HR-practices. The review suggests that transferring the best practices

is a “sticky” process often requiring local adaptation and hybridization. Following

a section describing our research methods, the third section presents data on the

transfer process from in-depth interviews with German expatriates in China. The

interviews centred on the question: what practices are transferred by what processes

and with what effects from German parent companies to their Chinese subsidiaries?

The results of the analysis challenge the view that the cross-border transfer of

organizational practices regularly involves adaptation to local institutions/national

cultures in order to be effective in a new context. The discussion traces out the

implications of the findings, in particular for cross-border transfer within multina-

tional corporations.

The terms ‘hybrid’ and ‘hybridization’ are currently being used in different

disciplines and contexts. Recently this term received the attention of a broader,

non-academic public when the Japanese car manufacturer Toyota introduced its

hybrid car ‘Prius’ worldwide in 2001. It is the first mass-produced hybrid vehicle

combining a conventional combustion engine with an electric propulsion system.

With reference to international management literature and practice, the term

hybridization is deeply embedded in the ongoing debate about the desirability

and the feasibility of replicating or localizing management principles and practices

in multinational corporations (MNCs). A popular formulation of hybridization in

the international management literature has been proposed by Tolliday et al. (1998).

Based upon their research on production models in the automobile industry, they

consider hybridization as the “insertion of a business system into a new society or

context, and the processes of adaptation and learning involved” (Tolliday et al.

1998, 3f). Hybridization can be regarded as the pursuit of transferring the ‘essence’

of a business model or practice, but in a reinterpreted and reinvented form that

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
Transcultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,
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better fits the different institutional and cultural context. For Boyer et al. (1998),

hybridization is a third approach to the cross-border transfer of management

principles and practices between the strict replication of the home-country way of

doing business in the foreign context, and the radical adoption of the local practices

of the host country in which the subsidiaries are operating.

This paper considers the transfer of human resource management (HRM) prac-

tices from German parent companies to their Chinese subsidiaries. First, three

different approaches to managing the operations of a MNC in different national

contexts are discussed. Following a section describing research methods, the third

section presents data on the transfer process from a survey of German MNCs

operating in China. The discussion traces out the implications of the findings, in

particular for the cross-border transfer of HRM practices within MNCs.

7.1 Approaches to the Transfer of Management Practices

to Foreign Subsidiaries

The objective of this paper is to explore the degree to which HRM practices of

German MNCs operating in China imitate those of the German headquarters (‘repli-

cation’), are adapted to local conditions (‘localization’), or combine characteristic

elements from both German and Chinese HRM (‘hybridization’). Many scholars

argue that the ability of a parent company to transfer HRM practices to overseas

subsidiaries is a primary resource for its competitive advantage in the global market

place (Nohria and Ghoshal 1997; Fenton-O’Creevy and Gooderham 2003). But we

know relatively little about which HRM practices are due to be transferred, which

adaptations have to be made, and how the employees affected by the transferred

HRM practices react (Bj€orkman and Lervik 2007; Flood et al. 2003; Gamble 2003).

What we know from case studies and surveys is that the recruitment, development

and retention of employees continues to pose a difficult problem for Western

companies operating in China (Bj€orkman and Lu 1999; Braun and Warner 2002).

7.2 Replication

Proponents of the replication approach to international management suggest that

MNCs transfer their management practices from their headquarters and home

country to operations in other countries (‘country-of-origin effect’; Harzing and

Sorge 2003; Lao and Ngo 2001; Mayrhofer and Brewster 1996; Pudelko and

Harzing 2007). Some specific assumptions drive MNCs toward a replication

approach (Chen and Wilson 2003):
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1. Managers in the MNC may assume that their management practices constitute

the sole best approach, and are superior in all contexts. Refusing to adopt them

would be completely irrational.

2. They may believe that standardization in management practices is required

to attain operational effectiveness and efficiency in international business

activities.

3. The MNC may look back at a history of successful replications of management

practices in different contexts. That heritage forms a basis for expecting positive

outcomes for other replicational approaches as well as experience-based support

to guide the implementation.

7.3 Localization

Alternatively, followers of the localization approach argue that MNCs will conform

to the formal rules and unwritten norms and values of certain country-specific

institutional and cultural contexts (‘host-country effect’; Boyer and Hollingsworth

1997; Kostova and Roth 2002; Mueller 1994; Myloni et al. 2004; Sorge 2004).

Variations in organizational practices are made to keep in line with different

institutional settings and cultural traditions. Assumptions in the MNC operating

in favour of localization are as follows:

1. Managers may believe that practices are born and reinforced in specific national

contexts. What works in the domestic environment does not necessarily work in

a foreign environment. Misfits between managerial practices, their underlying

values and assumptions and given local culture and institutions would make the

replication of home country practices either inappropriate or even illegal in the

foreign environment.

2. In different national contexts there may be different practices that are functional

equivalents to the practices in the home country of the MNC.

3. Not imposing home country practices, but adopting host country practices

appears to be well-suited to convincing local employees that their routines and

knowledge will be valued by the parent company, as well as to overcoming any

potential resistance on their part.

7.4 Hybridization

Empirical research (Bj€orkman and Lu 2001; Boyer et al. 1998; Brewster et al. 2008;

D€orrenb€acher 2002; Ferner et al. 2005) reveals that managing foreign operations in

MNCs resides between these two polar approaches of replication and localization.

A cross-border transfer of an invariant model of management constitutes an excep-

tion, as does a complete adoption of specific local practices. The approach of
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hybridization offers a third avenue to managing business in countries different from

one’s own home country. Whilst MNCs strive to transfer successful practices

across national borders, constraints set by national-specific institutions and cultural

conditions will hinder this intention. Thus, MNCs have to take account of local

differences, and the practices established should blend both country-of-origin

practices as well as practices similar to those in the countries in which the MNC

operate. The logic underlining the approach of hybridization can be reconstructed

as follows:

1. The managers of the parent company believe that they have developed

a successful model for managing a MNC, but do not assume that their way

transcends the contexts in which it operates. The recognition of the relativity of

superiority opens the way to a plurality of models that can co-exist because they

are better adapted to different contexts.

2. The institutional as well as the cultural constraints of the local society are

permissive enough to enable the introduction and integration of country-of-

origin elements in the local HRM system.

3. Blending management practices originating in the home country with those from

the host country of the MNC may create a complementary or at least compatible

set of practices that is capable of delivering greater success compared to the host

country competition.

7.5 Transferring HRM Practices from German

Headquarters to Chinese Subsidiaries

Up to now we have addressed issues of replication, localization and hybridization in

the domain of general management practices. All of the arguments given above can

also be found in the specific debate about the simultaneous pressures towards

company-wide replication and localization of HRM practices. HRM includes

management functions like recruitment, training and development, remuneration,

job design and career planning. HRM is an area of management where the forces

toward localization are relatively high, given that the addressees have to accept and

feel committed to the measures taken by the HR managers (Brewster et al. 2008;

Chen and Wilson 2003; Rosenzweig and Nohria 1994). HRM practices are directly

related to divergent institutional environments as well as to cultural differences

(Bj€orkman and Lu 1999; Ferner et al. 2005; Braun and Warner 2002; Saka 2004;

Tempel et al. 2006). Mainstream literature suggests that transferring HRM practices

that are rated as successful in the parent company may provoke conflicts between

the actors and resistance to change. Depending on the different institutional and

cultural contexts in which MNC are operating, their foreign subsidiaries have

multiple capacities to confront transfer or to modify transferred practices according

to their own interests (Morgan and Kristensen 2006; Oliver 1991). Many examples

can be found of practices, that had to be adapted to the local context so as not to be
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culturally offensive or institutionally illegitimate (Bj€orkman and Lu 1999; Boyer

et al. 1998). Thus, the aim here will be to explore replication, localization and

hybridization using the area of HRM.

To study the transfer of HRM practices we chose China as our field of investi-

gation. That choice was guided by three lines of reasoning:

1. China has become a major trade partner as well as a destination for foreign

investment for many German companies from different industries. Most large

German multinational companies have established manufacturing operations in

China.

2. Doing business in China means acting within a rather different socio-cultural

and institutional context to that in Germany. Chinese management of human

resources differs in many aspects from that found in Germany. German com-

panies view employees as a valuable asset. They attach value to systematic

recruitment, selection, training, performance appraisal, career planning and

incentive schemes. This diligence is rarely found in Chinese companies. It has

also been argued that there are a number of Chinese national culture charac-

teristics that make any transfer of Western or German HRM practices problem-

atic. These include the importance of saving face and harmony in social

relationships, respect for authority, an indirect verbal style; nepotism in staffing

practices and “cash mentality” in compensation preferences (Bj€orkman and Lu

1999; Bj€orkman et al 2008). A summary of the diverse conceptions of HRM in

Germany and China is given in Table 7.1.

3. The institutional forces to practice a HRM mode with Chinese characteristics

have currently diminished, because the economic reforms have introduced

elements of Western market economy such as labour markets, pay for per-

formance or job contracts of limited duration (Ding et al. 2000). The central

government’s role in regulating industrial relations and human resource issues

has declined. Which is to say, the parent companies’ pressures to replicate their

HRM practices are no longer counterbalanced by strong Chinese institutional

forces to adopt characteristically Chinese approaches to HRM.

Table 7.1 National differences in the conception of HRM

Germany China

High-quality vocational training system Rudimentary vocational training system

High investment in staff development Low investment in staff development

Performance-based selection criteria Guanxi-based selection criteria

Long-term orientation in career pattern Short-term orientation in career pattern

Co-determination giving workers substantial

rights

Weak control over entrepreneurial

arbitrariness

Democratic leader behaviour Paternalistic leader behaviour

Two-way communication between management

and employees Top-down communication

Emphasis on just wages Emphasis on high wages

Job enrichment Division of labour
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Within the Chinese context, individual performance appraisal is a practice that

might illustrate different options for introducing HRM in a Chinese subsidiary.

In German companies, performance appraisals are typically centred on the annual

appraisal interview between the employee and his superior, confronting the

employee with his superior’s written evaluation of his past performance using a

list of pre-set criteria or objectives. Conventional wisdom holds that Chinese

superiors are unwilling to give their subordinate poor ratings because that would

provoke a loss of face and impact negatively on interpersonal relationships.

Replication would imply a simple export of the original practice from the

German company, without paying any attention to possible constraints and resis-

tance arising from the values of face and harmony in Chinese life. Although risky,

this approach is not unfeasible. For example, the Haier Corporation, one of the

leading Chinese producers of household appliances, posts monthly appraisals of its

managers in the company cafeteria (Pucik 1985).

Localization in the Chinese context would mean adopting the traditional Chinese

means of performance evaluation: the employee himself authors a written self-

assessment and hands it over to his superior.

According to the hybridization approach, one would set aside the formal rating

system and the annual appraisal interview and instead include performance related

remarks in the superior’s daily routine of instructing and monitoring the employee.

Thus, the hybrid practice combines German practice elements (i.e. the superior

evaluates) and Chinese practice elements (i.e. the superior acts as a teacher, gives

advice without threatening face and harmony).

7.6 Methods

7.6.1 Data Collection and Sample

Data were collected by means of a mail survey. Questionnaires were addressed

to the heads of HRM departments at 100 German companies operating in China.

A total of 74 companies participated in the survey. The sample covers a broad range

of industries. About one third of the companies employed less than 100 people.

Most of the subsidiaries were wholly foreign-owned enterprises. Detailed informa-

tion on the industries, legal form and workforces are given in Table 7.2.

7.6.2 Measures

A questionnaire was developed after an extensive review of the literature on HRM

practices in large and medium-sized German companies. To minimize the risk of

creating misunderstandings, four HRMmanagers participated in a pre-test focusing
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both on content and design of the questionnaire. The standardized questionnaire

offers short descriptions of German HRM practices. For each practice the res-

pondents were asked to indicate on Likert-type scales the level of its transfer to

Chinese subsidiaries, the amount of adaptation to the Chinese context, and the

degree of success in its application to the Chinese subsidiary.

7.7 Results

Most of our respondents maintain that they introduced German-style HRM

practices in their Chinese operations on a large scale. However, many transferred

practices have been adapted at least to some extent to local Chinese conditions

(Table 7.3).

Table 7.3 reports the frequencies of localization, replication and hybridization

of different HRM practices. Hybridization by combining both German and

Chinese elements appears to be the most common approach to HRM in Chinese

subsidiaries.

Localizing HRM practices clearly is the exception and not the rule. While

hybridization appears to be the general case, the replication of practices originating

in the German parent company is an alternative, but less frequently followed

proceeding.

In order to get more insight into the success of the replication approach as

opposed to the hybridization approach, we asked our respondents to assess the

outcomes associated with both transfer approaches. Our data (see Table 7.4) indi-

cates that both approaches seem to be successful in most companies and across

most of the practices under study. For the majority of practices the success rate is

slightly biased towards the pure replication approach.

Table 7.2 Sample

characteristics (n ¼ 74)
Category %

Industry

Electronics 31.0

Automotive 13.5

Machinery 21.6

Chemicals 8.1

Engineering 8.1

Textiles 5.4

Other 12.1

Legal form

Joint venture 16.2

Wholly foreign-owned subsidiary 81.0

Other 2.7

Number of

employees

<100 29.7

100–1,000 35.1

>1,000 35.1
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7.8 Discussion

This study presents evidence of a strong disposition to introduce practices from the

parent company to business operations in China. Our findings reflect the importance

which practitioners assign to this area of management. It is argued that the manage-

ment of human resources represents an increasingly critical factor for a company

wishing to attain competitive advantages in the worldwide marketplace. Thus,

practices which contribute to the company’s success should be spread to all units.

Our findings suggest that the transfer of many HRM practices results in hybrid

Table. 7.3 Replication, localization, and hybridization of HR practices

Practice

Not transferred

(%)

Replication

(%)

Localization

(%)

Hybridization

(%)

Web recruiting 23 19 5 53

Employment ad in

newspapers 54 14 5 27

Selection interview 19 27 3 51

Selection test 70 7 1 23

Assessment centre 51 22 3 23

Job enrichment 49 15 1 35

Self-regulating workgroup 60 15 1 24

Vocational training 19 31 1 50

Management development 28 38 0 34

Performance appraisal 35 28 4 32

Goal setting 41 18 7 34

Career planning 47 16 1 35

Pay for performance 33 36 3 29

Profit-sharing plan 38 26 4 32

Table 7.4 The success

of replication versus

hybridization
Practice

Replication

successful (%)

Hybridization

successful

Web recruiting 100 79

Employment ad in

newspapers 80 74

Selection interview 100 71

Selection test 80 44

Assessment centre 75 65

Job enrichment 91 54

Self-regulating workgroup 64 41

Vocational training 87 86

Management development 54 60

Performance appraisal 67 79

Goal setting 62 64

Career planning 75 73

Pay for performance 44 95

Profit-sharing plan 47 65
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practices that deviate both from the original approach and from the corresponding

local way of dealing with HRM issues. The headquarters does not necessarily

prescribe the standard, and the foreign subsidiary does not necessarily act as a

passive recipient of pre-existing practices from the parent company. However, this

does not mean that replication is always excluded. The significant amount of

practices which have been replicated in China underlines the fact that transfer

processes cannot be understood as a mechanical balance between the parent

company’s pressure to replicate and the subsidiary’s wishes to localize, but the

outcome of a selective transfer strategy.

The companies participating in our study were predominantly successful in

transferring HRM practices with and without adaptations to the Chinese context.

This finding confirms two different developments in Chinese business systems.

First, in the wake of the extensive economic reforms China has launched in the last

two decades, HR managers have been given more discretion in how to handle

human resource issues. While progress in adopting market-oriented HR models has

been low in Chinese state-owned companies, foreign-owned companies have

heavily utilized that freedom now granted to them to transfer HRM practices

from parent companies to their Chinese subsidiaries.

Second, our study reveals that cultural differences do not present an insur-

mountable barrier to the transfer of HRM practices. This evidence is in line with

an increasing number of studies showing converging conceptions of Western and

Asian managers of “good business” practices (Bj€orkman et al. 2008; Gamble 2003;

Pudelko and Harzing 2007; Ralston et al. 2006). Claims about the dysfunctional

impact of cultural misfits in international HRM may be overemphasized and the

adaptive capacity of people who hold distinct cultural orientations may be

underestimated.

The findings must be viewed in the light of the study’s limitations. The study

explored HRM practices of German parent companies operating in China.

Generalizations from these findings should thus be treated with caution and take

into consideration the unique characteristics of the German HRM model, as well as

the specific attributes of the cultural and institutional context of China.

The study analysed HRM practices and the results cannot be automatically

generalised to other areas of organizational practices, such as marketing or research

& development. Similar analyses of different management areas would help to

clarify whether the relationship between localization, replication and hybridization

holds for management practices in general or are specific to the HRM function.

Another limitation is the use of one respondent per company, making it impos-

sible to control the data for response biases. Our measures are based on the

perceptions and assessments of German HR managers. It could thus be argued

that more objective measures (archival data) of the practices and the inclusion of

Chinese respondents would offer a more valid description of actual HRM practices.

HRM practices seen as replicated by the German respondents might have be seen

subtly transformed into a hybrid from a Chinese perspective.

The study mainly deals with the content of replication, localization and

hybridization and does not identify the specific determinants and mechanisms
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leading to different approaches for the implementation of HRM practices in China.

In-depth interviews would help in improving our understanding of the reasons for

transfer, the means through which practices are transferred (e.g. instructions expa-

triate assignments), and the factors that impede or facilitate success (e.g. depen-

dency of subsidiary, and institutional and cultural distance between home and host

country). That might be a major area for future research.

This study has some implications for the practice of international human

resource management. Existing research on management practice transfer pays a

lot of attention to cultural and institutional differences between the home country of

the parent company and the subsidiary’s host country (Gooderham et al. 2009;

Kostova 1999; Liu 2004). But, there is no evidence from our research that German

HRM practices have to be thoroughly adapted to the Chinese institutional and

cultural context in order to make them a success. One can assume that a substantial

overlap in the understanding of “good management” on the German and Chinese

side often makes a hybridization or localization of HRM practices dispensable. On

the contrary, MNCs should refrain from localizing practices that domestic Chinese

companies themselves increasingly assess as outdated and not fitting for the chang-

ing Chinese business environment. Practices that were proved successful in the

parent country can be replicated in Chinese operations. Adaptations may be made

subsequently, if at all necessary. Societal values and institutional norms prevalent

in China can be challenged and modified when Chinese employees encounter

German style HRM in times of cultural change and ideological disorientation.
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Chapter 8

From Comparative Politics to Cultural

Flow: The Hybrid State, and Resilience

of the Political System in India

Subrata K. Mitra

Abstract The status of the state in India as a modern, electoral democracy is well

established. But, while the country responds positively tomost items on formal check

lists of democracy and stateness, doubts persist because of its anomalous charac-

teristics in areas crucial to modern democratic states. The emergency provisions built

into India’s constitution, the practice of relinquishing state power to the military

under the Armed Forces Act in areas considered ‘disturbed’, hybrid civil institutions

that undertake the role of the military, capitulation to social actors and ethnic groups

in communal riots and, most importantly, glaring failures to protect secularism and

individual rights – the ultimate symbols of high modernity – are seen as “functional”

lapses of this hybrid state. I argue in this chapter that rather than being merely a

diminished sub-type of liberal democracy andmodernity, the state in India resembles

a manifold – an embodiment of the “avatars [incarnations] of Vishnu” (Rudolph and
Rudolph 1987). The state in India is a hybrid – one which diverges from theWestern

state “in the importance it accords to ‘pre-modern’ political forms. . . because they
express different cultural values and traditions that form part of the cultural heritage.”

(Mitra 1990b, 6) The case study of the Indian state leads to a larger questions. Is

hybridisation – the strategy and vision of modern political actors of re-using the past
– the essential factor behind the resilience of the Indian state? More generally, in

everyday life, is hybridity the essential reality behind the chimera of a radical

disjunction between tradition and modernity?

8.1 Introduction

India’s political system, which combines modern, liberal democratic institutions

and elements of her pre-modern pasts in its institutional arrangement, continues

to puzzle.1 The status of the state in India as modern, and democratic, is well

1 See, for example, Lijphart 2009, 36–60.

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
Transcultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-21846-0_8, # Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2012
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established.2 But, while the country responds positively to most items on formal

check lists of stateness and formal democracy, doubts persist about its authenticity

because of its anomalous character in areas crucial to liberal democratic states. The

authoritarian “emergency” provisions built into India’s constitution, the practice of

relinquishing state power to the military under the Armed Forces Act in areas such

as Jammu and Kashmir and parts of the North East, considered ‘disturbed’, hybrid

legislation that combines features of modern and religious laws, sporadic capitula-

tion by the state to ethnic groups engaged in communal riots and, most importantly,

glaring failures to protect secularism and individual rights – the ultimate symbols of

high modernity – are pilloried as “functional” lapses by the defenders of the norms

expected from modern democratic states.

With the state and the political system of India as the main focus, this chapter

explores the components of India’s hybrid state, and seeks to account for them in

terms of the strategies followed by the main political actors of India. I argue in this

chapter that hybridisation is part of the explanatory factor behind the resilience of

the modern state. In their search for power, India’s political actors transform rules

and designs as they see fit. A solution where the bulk of stake-holders simulta-

neously reach or expect to reach their best outcomes, once achieved, yields a “lock-

in” from which they would find it difficult to exit. Each hybrid institution carries a

“lock-in” at its core.3 Not all innovations or amendments work, of course, but when

they do, or as Douglass North puts it, when a cluster of actors “lock-in” around a

particular design or set of rules, the result – a new hybrid institution – can become

enduring. This, I argue, is what gives resilience to the modern state in India.

The focus on hybrid structures generates the space for the understanding of

phenomena of cultural and conceptual flow, both temporal and spatial. The hybrid

state emerges as a consequence of the conflation of indigenous and alien categories

and institutions. The chapter formulates the problem in terms of three questions:

what are the salient hybrid features of the state in India, and what led to their

incorporation into the modern state that the constitution aimed at? Is hybridisation

of the state – resulting from the strategy and vision of modern political actors in re-

using the past – the essential factor behind the resilience of the Indian political

system? Finally, beyond the specific case of India, is hybridity the essential reality

behind the chimera of a universal – ‘one size fits all’ – modernity, not bound by time

and space (Mitra 1994, 2009, Forthcoming)?

2 See Mitra and Singh 2009 for diachronic data on legitimacy and efficacy in India which shows a

steady rise from 1971 to 2004, for which we have evidence from survey data. Participation in free

and fair elections has gone up steadily from 1951, when the first general election with universal

adult franchise was held, and has reached levels that are respectable by the standards of liberal

democracies.
3 North 1990, 94. I have drawn on North to ask why modern institutions work in South Asia,

“sometimes”. See Mitra 1999b, 422.
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8.2 Comparative Politics of the Indian State: Analysing

a Hybrid Reality Through Pure Categories

In their prescient essay – the Modernity of Tradition, which analysed some ambiv-

alent aspects of modern Indian institutions4 – Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph had laid

down the groundwork for issues raised in this article. India, thanks to the mismatch

between pre-conceived categories and her empirical complexity (Mitra 1999),

occupies an ambiguous position in the global ranking of democracies. The empiri-

cal analysis of the features of the Indian state show, however, that rather than

being merely a diminished sub-type of liberal democracy, the state in India is a

modern state in its own right, but one which diverges from the Western state “in the

importance it accords to ‘pre-modern’ political forms. . . because they express

different cultural values and traditions that form part of the cultural heritage”

(Mitra 1990b, 6). It is the quintessential unity in diversity, for the state is the

fulcrum around with diverse ideologies, cultures, beliefs and economic regimes

revolve. In the words of Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph (1987), the state in India is a

manifold – an embodiment of the “avatars [incarnations] of Vishnu”.
The hybrid elements in the modern state of India are the outcome of the his-

torical genealogy of the state tradition and its discontinuities, cultural and geo-

graphic diversity, and the deep class conflict that underpins Indian society. Before

we analyse these conditions that have affected the emergence of the state, we need

to consider the theoretical bridge that connects the process of state formation to its

ultimate product, namely the institutional structure of the state.

The anomalous character of India in terms of the comparative politics of demo-

cracy helps link a debate specific to comparative politics with the larger issue

of hybridisation and strategic “re-use” (cf. Hegewald and Mitra Forthcoming;

Hegewald Forthcoming) that has dominated critical theory and post-colonial litera-

ture. We shall make a brief foray into the larger theoretical landscape which will

help us to establish a course for the empirical analysis of the Indian case. This will

form the basis of an analytical toolkit that extends the conventional, rational choice,

neo-institutional model of the state by drawing on trans-lingual, trans-cultural and

trans-disciplinary aspects of state formation. On the basis of this heuristic model,

this essay will analyse the underlying process that has made the state in India what it

is, and explain why the state has become a key element in the resilience of India’s

political system. The conclusion returns to the issue of the relationship of the pure

and the hybrid in Political Science, and opens it up for a general, cross-disciplinary

debate.

4 For a succinct analysis of how modernity and tradition “infiltrate and transform each other”, see

Rudolph and Rudolph 1967, 3.
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8.3 The Post-colonial Condition and Hybrid State-Making

Post-colonial states, which often start their independent career with a deep commit-

ment to modernity in its revolutionary or liberal avatar, soon come up with a deep

hiatus between the ideology of the state and the life-world of the traditional society

in which it is ensconced. Their ability to overcome the consequent deficit of

legitimacy is contingent on the strategic manoeuvres of the elites. However, a

brief perusal of the field of comparative politics shows that the theoretical defi-

ciency of the discipline rises to this challenge. In its search for pure categories in

terms of which to compare the diversity of states, contemporary comparative

politics has left behind the pragmatic empiricism of Aristotle, which saw experi-

ence (and as such, actors’ preferences) rather than superior knowledge as the basis

of legitimacy.5 Instead, the inspiration of Plato and Weberian ideal types has

dominated the field. Examples of the ever-present search for pure categories, and

the failure to fit the world into them are plentiful. A seminal attempt to classify

contemporary political regimes (192 of them, to be precise) into democratic and

authoritarian categories found 38% belonging to the pure class of liberal democ-

racy. The rest were distributed over ‘electoral democracy’ (16%), ambiguous

regimes (8.9%), competitive authoritarian (10.9%), hegemonic electoral authori-

tarian (13%), politically closed authoritarian (13%) (Diamond 2002, 26). A sub-

sequent attempt at a similar classification came up with a deeply pessimistic

conclusion with regard to the tendency of transitional regimes to move firmly

away from the lure of authoritarianism, smuggled into the structure of pure demo-

cratic institutions by the way of hybridisation.6 These unfruitful attempts to bring

errant hybrid regimes into the net of neat classification hold out the portents of

hope for trans-disciplinary analysis and a wider model encompassing insights

gained from the new research on cultural flow7 that can take in “pure” as well as

hybrid cases.

In terms of its origin in the biological sciences, hybridity is an attempt to

overcome binary opposites through the creation of a third species that combines

some characteristics of the two. Critical theorists find a positive appreciation of

syncretism in this phenomenon (Fludernik 1998a, 10). Hybridisation is a

5Aristotle felt that “too great a departure from common experience probably has a fallacy in it

somewhere, even though it appears to be irreproachably logical” (Sabine [1973] 1975, 99).
6 “[However] empirical evidence increasingly suggests that to a significant extent the third wave of

democratization could become less of a triumph of political liberalism and liberal democracy than

a success story for “hybrid” or “ambiguous” regimes, “delegative”, “defective”, “semi-“ or

“illiberal” democracies, “competitive authoritarianism”. These political systems include the

“Potemkin democracies” where a democratic façade conceals an authoritarian leadership and

those that are “ethnocratic”, “plebiscite-populist”, often even with sultanistic components, and

which therefore may be identified as “false democracies”” (Croissant and Merkel 2004, 2).
7 See below for the concepts of trans-lingual and trans-cultural research. Students of comparative

politics engaged in classificatory analysis have much to learn from similar attempts in history,

particularly the research on “histoire croisee” (cf. Werner and Zimmermann 2006).
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motivating factor – an attempt to devise a “third space” (e.g., between coloniser and

the colonised or dominance of race and nationalism) which combines elements of

the original duality, but folds them together in a functional, coherent way. Bhabha,

to whom we own this seminal concept, transforms hybridity by adding the concept

of the imaginary from Fanon, Lacan and Bakhtin.8 Fludernik comments, “The term

hybridity, from its moorings in sexual cross-fertilisation, racial intermixture and

intermarriage, has now drifted free to connote (rather than denote) a variety of

interstitial and antagonistic set-ups which are clearly linked to a “subaltern’

(Gramsci, Spivak) perspective and a positive re-evaluation of hybridity” (Fludernik

1998b, 21–22).

The research on hybridity runs parallel to the concept of re-use, emanating from

art history, which has gradually found its way into the larger field of social and

political investigation (Hegewald and Mitra, forthcoming). Referring to the pres-

ence of the past in the interstices of the present, Morris-Jones, a leading early

chronicler of politics in India says, “The political systems of modern states are

usually developments from earlier, sometimes much earlier, times. The systems

undergo change in response to changes in other aspects of human behaviour and

thought; they also have the capacity to exert independent influence on these other

aspects. If, in haste, we speak of a political system ‘reflecting’ social conditions, we

would recognize that the process of reflection is one which changes both the

instrument and the subject” (Morris-Jones 1964, 13). Further, “India’s political

leaders inherited under this heading of government still more than the accumulated

sum of psychological capital; they received the more tangible equipment and

machinery of government. These may be considered first as organization, structure

and procedures, and, secondly, as personnel” (ibid., 17).

The availability of some new concepts has considerably enriched the toolkit of

comparative politics in its attempt to bring post-colonial regimes under the domain

of political analysis. The first of these concepts, transculturality (Cultural flow)
asserts that even the seemingly most local phenomena are part of trans-cultural

flows of concepts and things. Cultures are not “social groups or geographies, but

social imaginaries that express or create distinctions and asymmetrical flows.”9

Translinguality, the second of these core concepts indicates that cultural flow

“transgresses” boundaries and that rather than passive consumers of alien concepts,

local societies imbue them with meaning in the process of using them. Words shed

8 “Bhabha himself has complicated the notion of hybridity even further by resorting to the

Lacanian category of the imaginary, a move which hearkens back to Franz Fanon’s work. For

Bhabha the colonizer and the colonial subject both undergo a splitting of their identity positions, a

splitting that occurs through their mutual imaginary identification (pictured in terms of mimicry).”

Bhabha’s model also relies on Derrida and Bakhtin, bringing together a variety of poststructuralist

concepts which are then applied and juxtaposed in a variety of contexts and settings. I refrain at

this point from a more detailed explication of Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (2007) since his
model is discussed in great detail in the essays of Fludernik and Ray. (Fludernik 1998a, 14).
9cf. Home Page Cluster of Excellence Asia and Europe in a Global Context-Shifting Asymmetries
in Cultural Flows, http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de (2010).

8 From Comparative Politics to Cultural Flow 111

http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de


or acquire meaning even as they travel. Hybridisation is the natural consequence of

the real world process of institution making, and the adaptation of alien institutions

into the native medium.

The very fact that societies and cultures were imagined as fixed entities restricted

research to choose between either assuming a global homogenisation or a “clash of

civilisations” as the most likely outcome of globalisation. Mike Featherstone

(2005) and Bernd Wagner (2001) have, however, pointed out that the image of

“authentic” cultures was from the beginning an illusion and therefore flawed. The

main reason why cultural hybridity and “glocalisation” should indeed be regarded

as relevant to premodern as well as modern contexts has to do with the agency of

social actors. In combination with the structure of the social space of a society, this

agency must have at all times ensured that impulses arriving from the outside world

were transformed by merging them with existing values and world views.

The hybrid institutions and practices are empirical evidence of what Bhabha

calls the “third space”. Hybrid institutions are necessarily a part of a larger political

project, one where elites and counter-elites seek to amend the rules to produce new

designs and imbue them with a new spirit, geared to a political goal. The flow

diagram in Fig. 8.1 depicts how elites might seek to do this in the context of a

changing or challenged society through the combination of three tactics, namely,

the political management of identity, strategic reform of laws, and the constitutional

incorporation of core social values. (Fig. 8.1, below)

In their solicitude to gain legitimacy and enhance governance, elites look

broadly across the social spectrum, and deeply into local, regional and national

history, to identify useful resources for governance and legitimacy, and bring them

into the mainstream. Not bound by doctrine or ideology, India’s colonial rulers, the

nationalist leaders, and subsequently, the leaders of the post-colonial state could

afford to be “trans-lingual, trans-cultural and trans-disciplinary” in the sense that

Fig. 8.1 Culture, context and strategy in turning subjects into citizens: a dynamic neo-institutional

model
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there was no political or scientific taboo against the search for things that would

work.10 These huge experiments in colonial dominance, anti-colonial resistance,

nation-building, democratic transition, economic growth and justice, governance

and legitimacy produced a whole new range of hybrid political institutions and

practices. The empirical analysis below will focus on colonial hybridisation as an

act of imperial domination of the Indian population; Gandhian counter-

hybridisation as an act of resistance; and post-colonial hybridisation as a project

of nation-building and legitimacy in the context of a deeply divided and diverse

society that takes democracy seriously.

8.4 Legitimising Power Through Accommodation

and Hybridisation

The British, masters at indirect rule, innovated a number of hybrid institutions to

rule India in an orderly manner, with a great economy of overt force. While this

sustained the British Raj over two centuries – never in history have so few ruled so

many with such little use of overt force – this came at the cost of arrested growth,

and the severing of India’s colonial present from the pre-modern past.

We learn from scholarly accounts of everyday life in classical India that the

society, polity and the economy evolved in continuous symbiosis in the course of

the millennia of its early, settled existence (see Auboyer 1965 and Edwardes 1965).

While self-contained, India was not insulated from outside inspiration because

there were various forms of conceptual flow that continuously enriched Indian

life. There were pilgrims and visitors from abroad, some international trade and

military invasions that acted as a catalyst for change. However, society had

mastered the art of accommodation of difference, and of re-using the past to

construct new, hybrid structures that could cope with changing times.11 With the

loss of political autonomy and the destruction of the knowledge-generating univer-

sities and scholarly communities around temples through the Islamic invasions that

began in the eighth century, India started to lose this capacity for endogenous self-

renewal. There were local instances of fusion and innovation in art and architecture

between Islam and Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism, a process which reached a

national scale under the rule of the Great Mughals.12 But society as a whole had lost

the vibrant capacity for efficient, endogenous evolution. The coup de grace to this

10 The Chinese came to the same conclusion – “it does not matter what colour the cat is, as long as

it catches mice!”, as Deng Xiaoping put it three decades after the Great Proletarian Revolution.
11 This spirit of renewal, essential to the conservative dynamism of pre-modern India, is summed

up in an oft-repeated sloka from the Gita:Whenever, scion of Bharatas! righteousness declines and
unrighteousness prevails, I manifest Myself. (Bhagavadgı̄ıtā 4.7).
12 For examples of re-use during the period of the decline of India’s political autonomy, see

Hegewald 2006 and Hegewald 2007.
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moribund structure was dealt by the colonial intrusion from Europe, starting in the

eighteenth century. By 1858, with the defeat of the Sepoy Mutiny, the victorious

British proclaimed the ultimate intellectual, moral and political subjugation of the

Indians at the Delhi Durbar.

While India has been no stranger to invasions through the Northwest passes in

the high Himalayas, British rule was special in terms of its representation of the

Indian past. Up to the arrival of the British, in India the past and the present had

lived in a complex and dynamic symbiosis. But under the British, the past really

became the past.13 The point is made by Metcalf (1998) in a seminal article on

aesthetics and power under colonial rule.

While the British continued the tradition of “appropriating the politically

charged forms of their predecessors as a way of legitimising their own regime”

(Metcalf 1998, 14), their method of depicting the past differed radically from their

predecessors. Previous rulers of India had added their visions and symbols to

existing designs so that the past and present could appear as part of a continuous

flow. However, in British public buildings and political institutions, the past was

depicted definitely as the “past” whose only function was to serve as a foil on which

the British present could shine brighter, while staying aloof and distant. In a

memorable passage, Metcalf recounts how the British durbar was traditional in

form but thoroughly modern in content.

In his 1903 durbar. . . Curzon sought to utilise the “familiar” and even sacred

form of “the East”. As he proudly proclaimed, the entire arena was “built and

decorated exclusively in the Mogul, or Indo-Saracenic style”. Yet Curzon refused

to sanction an exchange of presents, or nazrs which had formed the central binding

element of pre-colonial durbars. Instead, he had each prince in their turn mount the

dais and offer a message of congratulation to the King-Emperor. Curzon then

simply shook hands with the chief as he passed by. Incorporation and inclusion,

so powerfully symbolised by khillat and nazr, had given way, despite the Mughal

scenery and pretence, to a wholly colonial ritual.14

In aesthetics as in politics, the colonial strategy consisted in the incorporation of

the past – Indian tradition in this case – within the present in a subsidiary capacity.

Nandy adds in the same vein “Modern colonialism won its great victories not so

much through its military and technological prowess as through its ability to create

13Metcalf 1998 makes this point in his interpretation of the decorative role of past artefacts in the

modern architecture of Lutyens.
14Metcalf 1998, 17 sums up the reciprocal relationship between Orientalism and Empire in the

following passage. “Perhaps Curzon’s lamp [which he had designed in Egypt and arranged to be

placed on the grave of Mumtaz in the Taj Mahal] might be taken to represent the colonial aesthetic.

It is an aesthetic of difference, of distance, of substantiation, of control – an aesthetic in which the

Taj Mahal, the mosque of Cairo, even the Arabian Nights, all merge and become indistinguishable,

and hence are available for use however the colonial ruler chooses. It is an aesthetic in which the

past, though ordered with scrupulous attention to detail, stays firmly in the past. It is an aesthetic

Shah Jahan [the Mughal emperor who built the Taj Mahal as a memorium to Mumtaz Mahal, his

deceased Queen] could never have comprehended” (Metcalf 1998, 24).
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secular hierarchies incompatible with the traditional order” (Nandy 1983, 9). The

British told Indians that their past was truly a past: the way forward consisted in

learning new, modern ways from European science, technology, institutions and

morals. The hybridisation of the Mughal Durbar in this case was part of the colonial
strategy to seal off the vital links of the colonial present from the pre-colonial past.

A cluster of European publicists combined forces to teach the “childlike” Indians

new, better, modern ways, and to punish them when they were “childish”, refusing

to learn. (Nandy 1983).

The hybridisation of the Mughal Durbar was part of the successful strategy of

ruling the Empire through native intermediaries with very little use of overt force.

The successful experiment spawned its variations in many other areas of adminis-

tration, architectural design and city planning, and in public life. The examples of

the re-use of colonial institutions in post-independence politics are plentiful.

Although not always so clearly visible to those who are unfamiliar with India’s

colonial interlude, specialists recognise the British derivation of the rules, proce-

dures and rituals of the Indian Parliament.15 The Devaswam Boards in South India

and their equivalents in other parts of the vast country – departments of religious

property, also set up during the British rule – are in charge of administrating both

old temples as well as the new. Government ministers of democratic India hold

court – much like their colonial and pre-colonial predecessors held durbar – and

transact state business with a motley crowd of visitors, with the same display of

power, privilege and pomp. Independent India has clearly moved on, and shown,

once again, the country’s capacity to achieve change without revolution.

8.5 Genealogy of the Post-colonial State: The Conflation

of Modernity and Tradition in Gandhi’s Satyagraha

This trend of uninterrupted and unhindered conceptual flow from Europe to India

was challenged once Gandhi got to centre stage in India’s politics, fresh from the

successful application of satyagraha as a novel, hybrid form of peaceful political

resistance. Under his moral and political leadership, Indian freedom fighters learnt

to gain new insights on their home ground. The process of introspection and

selective re-use intervened during the process of the writing of the Indian consti-

tution. The defining moment came with the celebrated Nehru speech “Freedom at

15 The signs of the lingering British presence – Sunday as the official holiday of the week, left-

hand-drive for Indian traffic, and the ubiquitous Ambassador car, a hybrid British Austin Rover

adapted to Indian roads which has become the sturdy emblem of Indian officialdom, are every-

where. The dak bungalows, outposts of the British Raj out in the country, temporary homes for the

British civilian officers on tour, are tended with the same attention to details by the PWD – the

Public Works Department, also of British vintage – as are the post-independence guest houses of

the national and State governments.
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Midnight” in which he announced to a sceptical world the birth of a nation when he

said, “when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance”. Today, the

Indian state – cutting edge of the process of self-assertion of Indian society – is both

structure and agency of the indigenous evolution and resilience of the political and

social systems.

The Congress party, at the height of colonial rule, had become the vehicle of the

synthesis of the two main strands of Indian nationalism – the liberal constitu-

tionalists like the ‘moderate’ Gopal Krishna Gokhale – and the radical “extremists”

led by Bal Gangadhar Tilak. Following its foundation in 1885 by a retired British

civil servant – Sir Alan Octavian Hume – the Indian National Congress gradually

acquired a complex, hybrid character – of collaborator and competitor, movement

and party, purveyor of modern rules, committee meetings, minute taking and

sporting the khadi, charka and satyagraha as its main political instruments –

combining participation and protest action as a two-track strategy of power

(Rudolph and Rudolph 1987). After Independence, when its rival Muslim League

left India for Pakistan, the Congress, complete with its party organisation, Nehru as

Prime-Minister-in-waiting, its core ideas about planning, foreign policy and nation-

building already shaped, was more than ready for the succession to power.

Mahatma Gandhi, the most outstanding leader in India’s struggle for indepen-

dence and a continued source of moral inspiration, was trained as a barrister in

England. He developed the method of satyagraha – a quintessentially hybrid

concept that re-used a Jaina ritual, turning it into a tool of non-violent resistance –

while he was in South Africa working for an Indian law firm. The South African

experience also taught Gandhi the importance of cross-community coalitions, a

theme that he subsequently transformed into “Hindu-Muslim unity”. This became a

salient feature of Gandhi’s politics upon his return to India in 1915, and a hallmark

of the politics of the Congress Party which found it useful as a political instrument

to fend off its challengers – the Hindu Right, the Muslim League and their British

patrons. Under his leadership, the Indian National Congress became increasingly

sensitive to the gap between the predominantly urban middle-class Congress Party

and the Indian masses, and shifted its attention to the Indian peasantry. Under

Gandhi’s leadership, the Indian National Congress steadily broadened its reach

both in terms of social class and geography. To mobilise mass support, Gandhi also

introduced a number of indigenous political practices like fasting and general

strikes or hartal (a form of boycott accompanied by a work stoppage).He combined

the techniques of political negotiation with more coercive direct action (such as

hartal, satyagraha etc.) and derived both the political resources and the methods

from within Indian culture and history.

The distinct character of Indian politics derives in no small measure from the

trickling down of the norms of British constitutionalism and hybrid colonial

institutions, and the ‘trickling up’ of Indian custom, and hybrid forms of coopera-

tion and contest. The most important of the legacies consists of the modern political

institutions and the process of parties, interest groups as well as the quintessential

Indian political strategy that combines institutional participation and political

protest. The main legacy of pre-independence politics to post-independence
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practice is the effort on all sides to bring political competition into the ambit of the

rule of law, moderate politics and political institutions. When rules appear too

restrictive or not sufficiently legitimate and the game threatens to get out of hand,

the state intervenes with its own mixed strategy of suppression and accommodation,

in a manner akin to that of its British predecessor. With some exceptions such as the

continuing conflict in Kashmir, and the North East, this strategy has worked out

successfully, adding layers of new elites and political arenas into the political

system. The modest origin of decentralisation has matured into a full-fledged

federal system, comparable to the now defunct Soviet federal system in its institu-

tional complexity but endowed with far more vitality, as one can see from its

resilience.

8.6 The Hybrid Post-colonial State as Both Structure

and Agency

With the coming of independence, the state emerged both as the structure within

which nation-building and development were to take place, and as the main agency

for these projects. Just like their British predecessors, the leaders of independent

India put the institutions of the state to task to achieve these political objectives. But

democracy made the difference; the national agenda got taken over by the subaltern

social groups who increasingly moved on to the offices of power and prestige. The

new kids on the block came up from lower levels of the traditional society,

empowered by the instruments of modern politics. They systematically transformed

their traditional networks into caste associations16 and found their path to power in
new arenas such as village panchayats – village councils that combined the

traditional rural leadership and modern democratic politics. In the process, the

state in its larger sense – constitution, institutions, rules, leaders and the public

sphere that bound them together – became both the structure of hybridization and its

agent, gathering momentum as it unfolded. Across the border, the failure to do this

stymied the deepening of modern politics in Sri Lanka and destroyed the state of

Pakistan altogether.

The model of state-society interaction depicted above (Fig. 8.2) shows how the

modern state engages society through a series of interventions such as the constitu-

tion, strategic reform through legislation, and modern bureaucratic implementation,

and how society responds by sending up ideas, support and new social elites. In this

dialectic of tradition and modernity, both evolve and take on something of one

another. The game, initiated by the independence generation, has continued to be

played on the rules laid down by the founders of the Republic. In the following

diagram, these new elites – people with ambition and skills emerging from lower

16 For an elaboration on the concept of caste associations see Rudolph and Rudolph 1987.
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social orders – became the vital link between modern and traditional India, and, as a

hinge group in Indian society charged with the task of acting as culture-brokers,

innovated new political practices that were implemented through hybrid institu-

tions. This section illustrates the core argument by drawing some examples from

the structure of the modern state in India and the process of its interaction with the

traditional society. The section below discusses why and how the post-colonial state

has come to play a catalytic role in reviving the interrupted links of the present to

the past, and through it, to restore the vital process of self-reflexive and authentic

evolution through its hybridisation.

8.6.1 Ontology of the State: Individualist and Communitarian

Although the constitution of India was greatly influenced by its British origin (two

thirds of the written constitution came from the Government of India Act, 1935,

passed by the British Parliament), it nevertheless established its departure from

colonial practice by conflating the individual and the community, modernity and

tradition, the exogenous cultural flow and the indigenous tradition in a novel

manner. Article 1 of the constitution announced: (1) India, that is Bharat, shall be
a Union of States, thus affirming the dual origin of the Indian political system from

the cultural flow from Europe through the conduit of colonial rule, and the resur-

rection of the ruptured links with Bharat – the mythical kingdom of pre-modern

India. The hybrid constitution, part liberal, part communitarian, provides a third

space between the rational, utility maximizing individual and the collectivity, keen

on solidarity and policing the common bonds.

The Indian state moved beyond the canon of its liberal namesake and ascribed

to itself a variable space between the ideals of the neutral enforcer of norms – the

essential feature of Weberian, bureaucratic modernity – and the partisan defender

of the traditional, marginal and the patrimonial. “Like Hindu conceptions of the

divine, the state in India is polymorphous, a creature of manifold forms and

orientations. One is the third actor whose scale and power contribute to the

“Modern” state

Political process
(elections, new social elites)

“Traditional” society

Political structure
(constitution, laws, bureaucracy)

Fig. 8.2 State-society interaction as the dialectic of tradition and modernity
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marginality of class politics. Another is a liberal or citizens’ state, a juridical body

whose legislative reach is limited by a written constitution, judicial review, and

fundamental rights. Still another is a capitalist state that guards the boundaries of

the mixed economy by protecting the rights and promoting the interests of property

in agriculture, commerce, and industry. Finally, a socialist state is concerned to use

public power to eradicate poverty and privilege and tame private power. Which

combination prevails in a particular historical setting is a matter of inquiry”.

(Rudolph and Rudolph 1987, 400f.)

8.6.2 The Congress “System”: Bridging Colonial Rule
and Competitive Politics

The transition from colonial rule to competitive party politics within a democratic

framework was facilitated by a conglomerate of interests, personalities and beliefs

that drew as much on the indigenous idiom as on liberal democratic politics. With

Jawaharlal Nehru at the helm of affairs, the Indian National Congress, located at the

fulcrum of national politics, constituted the core of a one-dominant-party system.

For about two decades, the INC ruled from Delhi and practically in all the Indian

federal states. Elections were free and held regularly but the Congress, which never

won a majority of votes thanks to the first past the post voting system, regularly

won a majority of seats, and came to be known as the party of governance. The

opposition parties, scattered around it, practically never held office but exercised

power and influence in implicit coalition with factions within the Congress Party.

This made it possible for India to reinforce a political culture of bargaining, reform

and orderly social change without party alternation. This unique constellation of

forces came to be known as the Congress System, which in retrospect was the vital

link between despotic and democratic rule.

In the diagrammatic representation of the Congress System (Fig. 8.3), the axes

represent major issues facing the country, at the centre of which stood the Congress

Party. On each issue, left and right wing opinions were arrayed on either side of the

Congress represented by the dark inner circle. The next circle stands for the

opposition parties. The Congress System held the Indian National Congress in

legislative power – but it was a power that could not swing the country in a clear

political direction.

8.6.3 The Economy: Modern, Traditional, Liberal, Socialist
and Gandhian, All at the Same Time

The “Mixed” economy, combining features of Soviet style planning and the free

market, became the main frame of India’s economic life. The “Indian” model of
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democratic development emerged from a series of strategic choices made during

the early years after independence. These choices, in turn, were based on a set of

compromises that attempted to blend the experience of wartime planning and

controls, domestic pressures for a policy of economic nationalism, and the liberal,

Gandhian and socialist ideological crosscurrents that existed within the nationalist

movement. The model that grew out of these strategic choices evolved incremen-

tally into a set of policies that became the basis of India’s development consensus.

It called for a system of centralised planning and a mixed economy in which

a government-owned public sector would dominate basic industry and the state

would control, regulate, and protect the private sector from foreign competition.

Foreign capital would be permitted, but only under highly controlled and restricted

circumstances. The objectives of India’s development were to achieve rapid eco-

nomic growth, self-reliance, full employment and social justice.

These key concepts were understood in much the same sense as during the

period of rapid change in European social history which witnessed the rapid

transformation of traditional agricultural society into the modern industrial society.

The former was characterised by the predominance of ascription, multiplex social

relations where one individual would play a variety of roles, and a deferential

stratification system ensconced within primordial kin networks. A modern society,

on the other hand, was seen as one based on the predominance of universalistic,

specific and achievement norms, on a high degree of social mobility, specialisation

and occupational differentiation, an egalitarian class system based on generalised

patterns of occupational achievement, and the prevalence of association of specific

groups not based on ascription.

The mixed economy gave an institutional shape to the liberal, socialist and

communitarian values that constituted the three main strands of the Freedom

Movement and dominated the proceedings of the Constituent Assembly. The liberal

values were given a clear and incontrovertible shape in the fundamental right to the

freedom of trade, occupation and ownership, Article 19 of the Constitution. The

socialist values were less explicit, but nevertheless clearly discernible. Instead of

Fig. 8.3 The “Congress

System” of India.
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the concept of due process – open to judicial interpretation – the Constitution settled

for the concept of “procedure established by law” which made “national” interest

more compelling than the interest of the individual, a doctrine that paved the way

for land reforms, and laws aimed at curbing the full play of capitalist enterprise.

Articles 39, 41, 43, 46 of the Directive Principles of state policy recommended that

the state pursue policies aimed at bringing about the right to an adequate means of

livelihood, the distribution of the ownership and control of material resources of the

community in a manner that best serves the common good, and the avoidance of the

concentration of wealth, a living wage, decent standards of living and full enjoy-

ment of leisure and social and cultural opportunities for the entire population.

Finally, even though there was no staunch “Gandhian lobby” in the Constituent

Assembly, communitarian values such as welfare of Harijans, backward classes,

women and children, village and cottage industries, educational and economic

interests of weaker sections, cattle welfare, banning slaughter of milch cattle
found their way into the body of this elaborate text.

8.6.4 Self Rule and Shared Rule: Combining Cultural Diversity
and the Federal Structure

Apart from academic disputation about the nature and even the “authenticity” of

India’s federal system as defined in the constitution (Mitra 2000), lies the reality

of an enormous country whose cultural heterogeneity is expressed in the federal

organization of power. Since state reorganization in 1953 and 1956, state

boundaries have roughly coincided with historically rooted linguistic and cultural

regions. The differences reinforce the effects of size and continue in the federal

system the tensions between regional kingdoms and subcontinental empire that

have characterized the history of the state in India. Federalisation – the subject of

numerous studies, conferences, and commissions – beginning in the early seventies

with the Rajamannar Committee (1971) in Tamil Nadu (Government of Tamil

Nadu 1971) and continuing to this day – reflects the crucial role it plays in national

politics. The fact of the matter is that Indian federalism is very much a hybrid Indian

creation, combining imported concepts of power-sharing with indigenous methods

of consensus and accommodation. During the dominance of the Congress party the

“Union” government (a sign of hybridity – for the constitution recognized the

federal government simply as the Union) and most state governments were ruled

by the same party and conflict resolution could take place informally within party

channels, causing some specialists to question the purity of the Indian brand as

authentically federal. However, federalism Indian style has gained endurance and

legitimacy; and it has gained a new lease of life by developing an intricate set of

informal channels and formal mechanisms to continue effective conflict resolution.

The territorial state has seen many changes, particularly at the level of the regions.

New regions have been created to give more salience to regional identity, language
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and economic needs. But, unlike in neighbouring Pakistan, which mainly as a result

of regional imbalance split into two in 1971, the territorial integrity of India

continues to be stable.

8.6.5 Indian Personal Law: Conflating the Secular State
and Sacred Beliefs

India’s Personal Law, governing family, marriage, divorce, adoption and succes-

sion is a unique blend of the double commitment of the state to the rights of the

individual and commitment to group identities. Ironically, the collective rights and

group identities were rooted in the history of representation under British rule. The

British, who at home conceived of the political community in terms of equal

citizens, saw it in India in terms of distinctive groups, which was taken to be a

unique feature of Indian society. The same held also for the leaders of India’s

freedom movement who sought to achieve a political community composed of

equal citizens, but early on realized that they could not build a nationalist move-

ment without recognizing cultural and territorial communities. Political safeguards

to minorities were a key element of British efforts to represent groups in Indian

society. They were first elaborated in the Morley-Minto constitutional reforms of

1906, then in the Montagu-Chelmsford scheme of 1919, and finally in the constitu-

tional framework that received the royal assent in 1935.17

The constitutional design and the structure of institutions that were intended

to give concrete shape to the idealistic goals of the Republic, enshrined in the

preamble, adopted methodological individualism as the cutting edge of social

change. However, such principles as individual rights, representation based not

on group identities but individual interests and structured along the lines of political

majorities, seen in the context of a society based on hierarchy and tightly-knit social

groups, could only lead to conflicts based on values and interests of everyday

politics. Free and fair elections, universal adult franchise and the extension of the

electoral principle into all realms of social power were intended to articulate,

aggregate and eventually incorporate endogenous political norms and alien political

institutions within the structure of the political system of the post-colonial state.

The fuzzy, hybrid practice of combining individual rights and group identity

came to a sore test in the Shah Bano case, in which the Supreme Court upheld the

appeal of a divorced Muslim woman for her individual right to alimony against

the practice prevailing in the Muslim community of India of leaving such matters to

the community. However, in the face of strong opposition to the extension of a

“pure” construction of individual rights to the Muslim community, Prime Minister

Rajiv Gandhi introduced the MuslimWomen (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Bill

17 See Coupland 1944, 147, 128, 134, 151, for the evolution of statutory communalism.
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in 1986, and restored the hybrid solution to the complicated relationship of Islam

and the secular state.

8.6.6 The Modern State and Cultural Diversity: India’s
“Three Language Formula”

Many post-colonial states, following independence, set up a single national identity –

one state, one legal system, one national language and one state religion – as the

basis of their statehood. Pakistan – the land of the pure – became an advocate of this

form of purity whereas India stood for a more inclusive identity. In its solicitude to

distinguish itself from secular and diverse India, Pakistan opted for Urdu as the

national language, refusing to dilute this unity through official recognition of other

major languages like Bengali. India, on the other hand, after a brief spell of disorder

on the issue of national language, devised a formula in the course of the States

Reorganisation Commission to encourage large sections of the people to learn

a language other than their mother tongue. The idea of hybridity has found a

hospitable corner.

8.6.7 Social Hierarchy and Rational Bureaucracy

The modern men and women to whom the British transferred power in 1947 had

their task cut out for them. Echoing the spirit of the times, India’s first Prime

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru outlined his vision of the future of the Indian state,

society and economy in a famous oration that has since become a landmark on

modern India. Nehru, a quintessential renaissance man, had presented this modern-

ist agenda on the background of the carnage that followed the Partition of British

India into Pakistan, carved out as a homeland for India’s Muslims, and the Indian

republic that chose to remain a secular state. As India’s first Prime Minister, Nehru,

a social democrat by temperament, intensely aware of the urgency of a concerted

effort to remove mass poverty and ignorance, sought legitimacy through the pro-

motion of general welfare. Democracy, a sense of community and modernisation

were values that were to lead the way into the promised future. The fact that these

principles were of alien provenance did not matter at that moment of euphoria.

The modern message of Nehru and his generation of leaders was carefully

wrapped in traditional Indian symbols, and conveyed through the hybrid institutions

that formed part and parcel of the Indian political system. Nehru’s generation of

leaders who took over the mantle of hybrid modernity from their predecessors have

been able to institutionalise the genre of the Neta – typically Indian leaders

(Fig. 8.4). At the crucial nodes of this complex system, one increasingly found

the quintessential Indian neta – Hindi for leader – who became a two-way culture
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broker, constantly conflating the modern and traditional idioms of Indian politics.

As much in their rhetoric as in their person, these netas represented a quintessential
Indian genre. The picture of charismatic Laloo Prasad Yadav below shows how

these political entrepreneurs combined traditional symbols and modern institutions

and technology to produce a superb conduit for the flow of power, communication

and legitimacy.

8.6.8 Public Buildings and Images of the Hybrid State

The architecture of public buildings in India, together with its city planning provide

the final evidence of hybrid modernity. In the two images below one can see

how the British colonial rulers laid down the plans of capital buildings with broad

avenues (optimal for military marches as much as for showcasing the street plans of

modernity) but nevertheless, adorned with symbols of traditional India (in this case,

the Mughal water garden, the Buddhist stupa, the Islamic minarets and the Hindu

chhatris) that would make the native feel comfortable in the modern set up. The

“traditional” designs and architectural forms that the British drew on were

Fig. 8.4 Laloo P. Yadav
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themselves hybrid in nature, based on a re-use of local and regional forms as well as

conceptual and cultural flow from outside the country.18

The British strategy of domination – which took into account the enormous gain

in legitimacy accrued through the re-use of the institutions and sacred symbols of

those defeated by it – consisted of selected incorporation of some elements of the

Indian past and conspicuous rejection of the rest. Imperial design and utilitarian

ideology converged in the Anglo-Indian style – in architectural as much as institu-

tional design. The sole opportunity for colonised Indians to advance, as they saw it,

consisted in the acceptance of modern (i.e. European) science, technology and

values. The coming of Gandhi, and subsequently, India’s independence, challenged

it, opening in the process the flood-gates to India’s pre-modern past for those

fighting for freedom from colonial rule.

Colonial aesthetic and colonial politics were all of a piece. The architecture

of colonial rule worked to one common purpose – of selective incorporation,

de-linking traditional elites from their ancestral moorings, and justifying their

power in terms of the common goal of Progress, of which colonial rule was but

an instrument. The Archaeological Survey of India preserved India’s monuments –

both sacred and administrative – in a state of “arrested decay” (Metcalf 1998, 18)

isolated and distanced from the community of which they used to be an integral

part. So did the new political and administrative institutions established by the

British, which presented the Indian past as inferior to the British present, and by

the same analogy, the modernity symbolised by colonial rule as the superior future.

The two images below (Figs. 8.5 and 8.6)19 show how the designers of India’s

capital and public buildings drew on the designs and symbols of modernity, as well

as traditional symbols of India – the Hindu chhatri, the Islamic minars, Buddhist
stupas and the Islamic water garden (Hegewald forthcoming). The intention here

was to make the subject feel comfortable in his new abode, and generate legitimacy

for British rule in the process. The Transfer of Power passed on this hybrid structure

to the successor regime of Nehru, who found in it a useful tool of order and

legitimacy, and re-used it to the extent of making minimal changes in the inner

architecture of space.

18 Tillotson (2008) comments: “The visual culture of the Mughals, so distinctive and instantly

recognizable, was not conjured out of nothing. Its success was the product of the skilful blending

together of the many different traditions that were available to the artists to draw on, including the

Mughal’s own central Asian heritage and the expertise and many long-established styles of India

itself. The empire’s greatest legacy is perhaps this composite culture; and that culture’s most

outstanding masterpiece is the building [Taj Mahal]” (p. 44). The architectural designs “drew

inspiration from three related traditions: the architecture of the Mughals’ central Asian homeland;

the buildings erected by earlier Muslim rulers of India, especially in the Delhi region; and the

much older architectural expertise of India itself” (p. 46).
19 The permission of Professor Julia Hegewald to use these two images is gratefully

acknowledged.
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8.7 Conclusion: Hybrid Modernity as a Solution

to Post-colonial Legitimacy Deficit

Looking back at the Indian past through hybrid eyes yields surprises. One comes to

realise that modern institutions of India, nationalist sentiments notwithstanding, are

a true British legacy. In the second place, a critical analysis of British rule and

Indian resistance to it helps explain why democratic institutions have worked more

effectively in India as compared to her neighbours.20 That the synthesis of British

Fig. 8.5 Lutyen’s Delhi (Courtesy: Julia Hegewald)

Fig. 8.6 Rashtrapati Bhavan (Courtesy: Julia Hegewald)

20 Purists like Jinnah and Bandaranaike, following their pure visions of Islam and Buddhism

respectively, have run their states – Pakistan, the land of the pure, and Sri Lanka, the sacred

land of Sirindip – to political dead ends.

126 S.K. Mitra



constitutional norms and political forms with India’s indigenous political tradition

led to a different outcome than the other successor states ensues from India’s

tradition of re-use, where the past often continues within the present by deliberate

design. In the hands of British architects and designers of political institutions, the

British tradition of re-use met its Indian equivalent, leading to the creation of

new capital cities and an array of legislation. Avid re-users, post-independent

India’s leaders have appropriated many of the symbols and institutions of their

predecessors, and cloaked them in Indian garb. This blending of indigenous tradi-

tion and imported institutions explains both the ability of the British to rule for so

long with little recourse to overt force, as well as the smooth transition from

colonial rule to multi-party democracy.

Effective accommodation of the past within the structure of the present is not

necessarily a problem of mechanical accumulation. It also entails the need for

leaders to strategically pick and choose; the process is marked by violence and

leaves behind a trail of bitterness and anxiety. This helps to explain the juxtaposi-

tion of successful state formation and persistence of inter-community conflict and

regional secession movements in India.21

Seen in this light, the claim of high modernity in its Orientalist avatar to the

“pure” and its use of the resultant power to authenticate its claim to the high moral

ground, while fending off any claims to familiarity by the subaltern (in the sense of

the hybrid, polluted, metisse, miscegenic, mimic. . .), comes across as theory playing

the handmaiden to politics. It is about time that the students of the modern state

re-read Elias, Foucault, Nandy and Metcalf (1989) to decide for themselves how

much there is to un-learn so that they might learn properly how the modern state in

India has acquired its European resilience without the benefit of European history.

This is of course not to deny the historical importance that pure categories

have had both for science and religion. Purity, in fact, is the transcendental goal

that underpins all religions, customs and rituals.22 It is also the norm of science.

Clear concepts, precise measurements, and causal models constitute the essential

toolkit of the modern scientist. The systematic study of politics is no exception

to this canon. Just as apprentice physicists must learn to define and measure atoms

and even smaller particles, chemists the periodic table and biologists genes

and chromosomes, so must the beginners in comparative politics learn to distin-

guish between democracy and dictatorship, and power and legitimacy, as “pure”

21 “Two salient areas of Indian politics that call for critical attention and possible re-evaluation are

the relations of the state and the market, and the attitudes of the state towards religion. The former

has attracted some attention already. The Indian economy has belatedly come to terms with the

necessity of taking painful decisions about restructuring and accepted the need for internal and

international competition. But considerable confusion and outmoded assumptions still dominate

the attitudes of the state towards religion” (Mitra 1990a, 92). “For its survival and growth, the state

in India will need to go beyond simple accommodation and to transcend some contentious interests –

religious, social, economic and political – when the occasion so demands” (Mitra 1990a, 93).
22 See Douglas 1966 [reprinted 1996], 1 for a lucid and “universal analysis of the rules of purity

which applies equally to secular and religious life as to primitive and modern societies”.
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categories, and to measure them with the quantitative, qualitative or discursive

methods. Bodies in charge of policing purity – the Pope and his equivalents, caste

panchayats (literally, rule of the five), university faculties, examination boards and

peer review – are expected to detect, punish and eliminate conceptual confusion,

and measurement error.

Closer home to modern politics and political science, purity is seen as essential

to order. In the iconography of political purity, Danton, Robespierre and the

unfailing guillotine, meting out revolutionary terror to the “un-citizen” and the

impure, remain the quintessential symbols of the Jacobin state, and defenders of its

single-minded quest for virtue and perfect citizenship.23

However, whereas politics and public morality remain committed to upholding

the virtues of purity, the world seen through the lens of comparative politics based

on pure categories sometimes produces unsatisfactory results. The catch from this

kind of trawling in terms of pure categories is often difficult to classify; and some

big empirical fish escape the net of theory altogether (Diamond 2002). In the era of

globalisation and trans-cultural, border-crossing citizenship, the political landscape

of post-colonial societies and vast pockets of the Western world bear witness to the

existence of hybrid structures – of institutions, practices and artistic design – that

are fence-sitters, straddling different worlds, and difficult to classify in terms of the

canon on comparative politics. “Caste associations”, “fixers (culture brokers)”,
“mixed economies”, “satyagraha” (the concept of mass civil disobedience coined

by Gandhi in South Africa, and subsequently introduced to India) and “gram
panchayats” (modern, elected village councils that are based on a classical concept

of village self-governance) – each carrying a tenuous link to their original (root)

concepts to which new impulses and experiences have been strategically added –

are part and parcel of the vigorous political life in these countries.

Left to their own devices, people connected to these hybrid institutions do not

necessarily see them as aberrations, or diminished forms of the real thing. Despite

their stretched, mixed or altered forms, or, perhaps, because of them, hybrid

political structures have a real life, full of vitality, social significance and the

capacity for self-regeneration. Rather than being merely transient, many flourish

over long stretches of time and space. Not all are treated kindly by different

scientific disciplines; their academic standing varies from one discipline to another.

The intellectual indulgence that critical theory, post-colonial literature, cultural

anthropology and social history have shown to hybrid structures, concepts and

institutions is missing in comparative politics. In its Jacobin mode, comparative

23 [On the wake of the Revolution] “Suddenly, subjects were told they had become Citizens; an

aggregate of subjects held in place by injustice and intimidation had become a Nation. From this

new thing, this Nation of Citizens, justice, freedom and plenty could be not only expected but

required. By the same token, should it not materialise, only those who had spurned their citizen-

ship, or who were by their birth or unrepentant beliefs incapable of exercising it, could be held

responsible. Before the promise of 1789 could be realised, it was necessary to root out Uncitizens”

(Schama 1989, 859).

128 S.K. Mitra



politics usually approaches the political process of post-colonial states with “pure”

categories of European provenance, thus running the risk of parts of the empirical

world escaping the classificatory project altogether, or worse, the analyst, having

failed to classify or explain, out of sheer desperation, turning into a moralist (Mitra

1988, 318–37; 1999, 39–86)! Little does one realise, however, that concepts – when

they travel beyond their place of origin – still carry their birth marks of cultural and

contextual assumptions built into them. The mechanical application of “pure”

concepts of European origin to alien soil can lead to “conceptual stretching”24 or

violent retribution by the way of radical rejection of all that goes under the banner

of such concepts, leading to violent post-revolutionary frenzy.25

The research on hybridity questions the dominance of one society over another

in the name of modernity. “Whereas for Hegel, Marx and Weber there appeared to

be but one race and the West had strung the tape at the finish line for others to break,

for us it has become apparent that there are multiple races and many finish lines,

and the tapes are manufactured also in Tokyo and Beijing” (Rudolph 1987, 732).

The symbolic presence of the past constitutes a link of modernity with collective

memory. Susanne Rudolph generalises from these observations to the need to look

at the universal claims of a particular variant of modernity afresh.26

Where, then, does comparative politics go from here? A number of theoretical

developments in the social sciences and humanities since the halcyon days of

structural functionalism – conceptual stretching, bounded rationality, two-level

games, entangled history, re-use, and the flow of culture and concepts – point in

the direction of new pastures that one can visit in order to enrich the basis of

comparison that is relevant to our times.27 The biggest challenge is to bring the two

worlds – of comparative politics and conceptual flow – together and make it

24 Conceptual stretching takes the shape of hybrid categories such as “people’s democracy”,

“guided democracy”, “Islamic democracy” etc. “When scholars extend their models and

hypotheses to encompass additional cases, they commonly need to adapt their analytic categories

to fit the next contexts. . . .[However] the overly strict application of a classical framework can lead

to abandoning a category prematurely or to modifying it inappropriately” (Collier and Mahon

1993, 845–855).
25 The motley crowd of resisters, united to fight the “intrusive Other”, come together under hybrid

categories such as “the Church” or Islam in contemporary Afghanistan.
26 “When empiricists, structuralists or political economists look at what they consider the mere

flimflam of the symbolic realm, they want to know where the real stuff is: the village, the irrigation

network, the coalition between king and noble, the extractive mechanism. They ask, “how many

divisions does the pope have?” I also want to answer those questions. But as we address the state in

Asia, we must treat the symbolic as a phenomenon. We must try to create theoretical frameworks

that combine a demystified, rationalist worldview with an understanding of the phenomenology of

the symbolic in societies where the gods have not yet died. And we must combine it with the

understanding that we too construct and act within cosmologies and that we only deny the myths

we live by because we cannot see or articulate them” (Rudolph 1987, 742).
27 Several articles point in the direction of the wider dimensions of this project. These include:

Gallie 1955–56; Sartori 1970; Collier and Mahon 1993; Collier and Levitsky 1997, 430–451;

Diamond 2002; Lindberg 2007; Stepan 2008.
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methodologically possible for them to draw strength from one another. Even as we

celebrate the value added character of hybridity for conventional research on the

state and modernity, one should, nevertheless be wary of too hasty a rejection of the

rigour of logical positivism at the core of comparative politics. Hybridity research

stands to gain enormously from retaining the epistemological links with the histori-

cal development of comparative politics as a distinctive field. Re-use rather than

replacement is the best scientific way forward, because, important as the heuristic

value of hybridity is, progress in the field of research on modernity and the state is

contingent on rigorous fieldwork that is the most valuable legacy of structural-

functionalism. To measure the length, breadth, depth and stability of hybrid

substances, we still need categories and tools that are themselves not hybrid. The

alternative is to bring in a form of radical relativism that denies any possibility of

inter-personal communication or replication.

The crucial issue is not to lose sight of the fact that political concepts and

institutions – pure as well as hybrid – are political constructions, and as such,

contingent on a cluster of interests, stakeholders, and their contextual setting.

Hybridisation is not a teleological process, being pushed forward by some mystical

urge emerging from the deeper recesses of culture. Indeed, it is a political phenom-

enon which is propelled by a sense of strategy and optimisation on the part of the

agents of the process. It happens only when the underlying causal parameters are

present in an optimal constellation. As long as the values, beliefs, and interests of

the stakeholders are served well, and the world at large leaves it alone, an institution

and its underlying concept can remain stable over long periods of time. However,

today, in the age of trans-national citizenship and global communication, they are

as much subject to the inward flow of concepts as to the outward. Most of all, thanks

to the new research on hybridity, the ontological status of the “pure” has become

contested. Hybrids do not necessarily think of themselves as impure, and it is quite

conceivable that the “pure” is actually a special case of the hybrid. Noticing as one

does the helpless search for a way to accommodate Islam on European soil,

one looks wistfully at the success of the hybrid Indian Personal Law that has kept

the divisive issues of the sacred and the secular within the bounds of the rule of law.
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Chapter 9

Hybridization in Language

Christina Sanchez-Stockhammer

Abstract Hybridization is a phenomenon that can be observed in many cultural

domains – not least in language. After a consideration of the term’s origins,

hybridization is defined as a process whereby separate and disparate entities or

processes generate another entity or process (the hybrid), which shares certain

features with each of its sources but which is not purely compositional. The paper

then considers possible instances of hybridity – the basis for hybridization – on

different levels of language, such as speech sounds, words and texts. It posits that

hybridization is possible on all levels of language, from the most basic to the most

abstract, but with regard to different aspects, namely formal, semantic, functional,

etymological and communicative hybridity. The frequently used metaphor of

language as an organism may explain the closeness of linguistic hybridity to the

original biological concept – though particular features of the system language,

such as the distinction between the levels of langue and parole (cf. de Saussure

1916/2005, 30–31), give hybridization in language a special character.

9.1 Is Hybridisation Hybrid?

At first, the question above seems to make little or no sense – at least not if

it is encoded orthographically the way it is. However, if we follow the conventions

which are usually adhered to in linguistics and italicize hybridization, the question
starts to make sense indeed, since it does not refer to the process of hybridization

anymore, but to the word itself. From being a question about the world it has

come to be a question about language, a metalinguistic question – whose answer

will need to be postponed because it first requires a definition of what is understood

by a hybrid.
Originally, the term hybridization comes from the domain of biology. Since the

middle of the nineteenth century, it has designated the production of hybrids, i.e. of

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
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animals or plants which are “the offspring of individuals of different kinds (usually,

different species)” (SOED, i.e. Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. hybrid).
A typical example would be the mule, which is neither a horse like its mother nor a

donkey like its father (SOED s.v. mule).
According to Ackermann (2004, 141), the term hybrid (which was coined in the

early seventeenth century; cf. SOED s.v. hybrid) was rarely used before the

nineteenth century – during which it was loaded with very negative connotations,

based on the assumption that this process was detrimental to a supposed original

state of purity and authenticity, and mainly with reference to the biological context

of mixed breeding (Fludernik 2005, 227). One reason for this negative view

may lie in the fact that hybrid organisms are often (though not always) infertile

(Weißk€oppel 2005, 317); another in the assumption, propagated by Gobineau and

other racist theorists, that whenever there was interbreeding, the inferior genes

would prevail over the superior genes (cf. Nederveen Pieterse 1999, 177). In

addition, hybridization clearly opposed the nineteenth-century and structuralist

obsession with taxonomies (Bucakli and Reuter 2004, 174) because hybridity, by

its very existence, blurs the distinctions among categories (Nederveen Pieterse

1995, 56). Since the development of Mendelian genetics in the 1860s (Blech

et al. 2005, 140) and particularly since the twentieth century, however, a

re-evaluation has taken place which regards cross-breeding and polygenetic inheri-

tance as valuable enrichments of the gene pool (Nederveen Pieterse 1995, 55;

Ackermann 2004, 141). The concept of hybridity theory was then applied to

language by the Russian literary and linguistic scholar Mikhail Bakhtin and later

extended to refer to many different domains – first in linguistics, and subsequently it

was turned into “a positive label of multiculturalist racial intermixing, syncretism,

and transnationality” (cf. Fludernik et al. 2005, 228) by post-colonial critics.

Weißk€oppel (2005, 334) differentiates between the terms hybridization, syncretism
and creolization. According to her, the defining feature of syncretism is the idea of

blending, whereas creolisation is dominated by the observation of coexistence and

combinations of different weighting. In Weißk€oppel’s terminology, hybridity

emphasizes the status quo in the contact situation, the unfinished and the parallel.

However, not everyone would subscribe to this distinction. According to Nederveen

Pieterse (1999, 178 and 2001, 237), the term hybridization is more common today

in humanities as a general term than its possible alternatives bastardization, mixing,
blending, melding, merging, syncretization, creolization, métissage, mestizaje,
cross-over etc. Even so, as the idea of combining disparate, seemingly pure entities

to form a new, different one still seems to be widely regarded as fairly negative – for

instance, bastard is used as an insult in different languages (e.g. English and

German), and the corresponding verb bastardize means ‘cause to deteriorate’ or

‘stigmatize as illegitimate’ (SOED s.v. bastardize), – it may not be long before

hybrid acquires the same connotations, so that a new, more fashionable term will

have to be coined to designate this increasingly important process in our globalizing

world once again in a neutral way.
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9.2 Hybridity and Hybridization in Language

Before the concept of hybridization can be applied to the domain of language, we

need a definition of hybridization: it will be understood here to be a process

whereby separate and disparate entities or processes generate another entity or

process (the hybrid), which shares certain features with each of its sources but

which is not purely compositional. By the introduction of non-compositionality, we

avoid treating entities as hybrids which are produced by an additive relationship,

e.g. in the sense that three is two plus one. Not only does this definition represent a

synthesis of the definitions of hybridization one encounters in linguistics but it is

general enough to be applicable to a wide range of phenomena as well. It builds

very much upon the original, biological concept of hybridization, just like most

linguistic definitions of the concept seem to do.

The next step in the consideration of hybridization in relation to language is

necessarily the contemplation of the levels of language which may be affected by

hybridization processes. The triangle in Fig. 9.1 provides an overview of these

levels, with the smallest elements at the bottom and the largest ones at the top.1

By its very nature, the definition of hybridization relies to a very large extent on

what is understood by a hybrid. For this reason, we will now search for linguistic

communication
languages
text types

texts
sentences
clauses
phrases
idioms

collocations
words

morphemes
sounds

Fig. 9.1 The levels of language

1 It will be noted that though hierarchical, this overview of language is characterized by a certain

degree of overlap (e.g. idioms, collocations and phrases may be of varying size), and that

communication on the highest level is a process rather than a tangible constituent. This is due to

the fact that the higher we move up in the stratification of language – particularly beyond the

sentence level –, the more difficult it is to decide what the structure is supposed to be (cf. Bolinger

1975, 16).
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hybrids on all levels of language. The examples will be taken from English – but

they could also be taken from any other language.

9.2.1 The Level of Speech Sounds

Speech sounds represent the most basic level of language. Since they are by

definition the smallest units that language is composed of on the formal acoustic

level, it is hard to see how a concept like hybridity, which involves a combinatory

process, should be applicable at all. Although originally foreign speech sounds may

be included into a native system, this merely involves the addition of new items to a

pre-existing entity, so that no parenting relation such as that required for hybridi-

zation can be recognized.2 However, as soon as we leave the level of individual

sounds in the strictest sense and consider phenomena of connected speech, we may

encounter hybridization.

Assimilation is the process whereby more or less neighbouring sounds become

more similar to each other in order to make articulation easier (Gut 2009, 35). Thus

when pronouncing the word unkind, speakers often realize the second sound as [ŋ]
instead of [n] because of the following [k]. The sound [ŋ] thus shares features of
both [n] and [k]: [k] is a velar plosive, [n] an alveolar nasal – and [ŋ] a velar nasal. In
other contexts, though, the sound [ŋ] must be regarded as a single, basic sound – e.g.

when it occurs as the last sound in sing. It would make little sense to speak of a

hybrid there. Otherwise, practically all speech sounds would need to be considered

hybrids on the basis of similarities of their articulatory features to other sounds.

Nonetheless, new phonemes may eventually emerge from continued assimilation:

thus the palato-alveolar English fricative /ŋ/ is the result of a combination of the

alveolar fricative /z/ and the palatal approximant /j/, which emerged in contexts

such fusion as (Scheler 1977, 79). This means that we must differentiate between

two ideas of hybridization, namely first a context-independent one, which refers to

the makeup of linguistic entities, and second a context-dependent one, which refers

to their use in particular contexts.

This initial example also raises some further questions. For instance, how

important is it that the sources should be recognizable in a hybrid in order to define

it as such? The velar nasal can obviously be traced back to its two “parents” in an

articulatory-feature analysis, but the relationship will presumably be unnoticeable

to an uninitiated listener. As a logical consequence, an entity for which it is

impossible to detect different sources by any means can never be called a hybrid

because a very important prerequisite is missing. However, the parenting relation-

ship need not be immediately recognizable, and any proof – be it visible to the

2Note, however, that this does not preclude the existence of hybrid pronunciation systems

according to Wawra (this volume, for New Zealand English).
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naked eye or only after an analysis by experts using special instruments – will

suffice.

Careful observers will have noticed that the example above still poses another

problem. If the definition requires entities to jointly give rise to a new one, does that

involve any implications that the sources must remain untouched, or is it acceptable

if one of them ceases to exist and is transformed into the hybrid, as the /n/ in unkind,
whose place is filled by the newly-emerged /ŋ/, while the /k/ remains in its usual

place? One may argue in favour of such a view because language is a very special

system by its twofold nature, which consists of the langue (the system) and the

parole (the actual use of language) (cf. de Saussure 1916/2005, 30–31). Even if the
source is transformed in a process of hybridization in this particular case, it

therefore still exists on another level.

9.2.2 The Level of Words: Morphemes and Words

Hybridization being a process, the question to consider on the lexical level is

by which processes new words come into a language. Basically, there are three

possible alternatives: either new words are formed from scratch, or new words are

formed on the basis of previously existing material, or they are borrowed from other

languages. In the first case, hybridization is definitely not possible: if there are

no separate sources, we cannot speak of hybridization. Thus the English word bed
is reasonably short, cannot be subdivided any further and must have been the

result of a creative formation from scratch at some time in the very remote past.

By contrast, in the case of word-formation processes, basic linguistic units – the

so-called morphemes, which are the smallest units of a language with lexical or

grammatical meaning (cf. Lipka 2002, 3) – are combined into larger sequences,

namely words. Thus waterbed is a compound formed from the combination of

water and bed.

9.2.2.1 Meaning

At first sight, this does not seem to be any more than an additive relation: waterbed ¼
water + bed, but there is actually more to it. For instance, a determining relation

holds between the two constituents, with water describing bed more precisely.

While this could still be captured by language-immanent rules of the type “When

two nouns are juxtaposed, there may hold a relation in which the first acts as a

modification on the second”, what no generally applicable rule can grasp is the

precise relation between the two constituents. There are certainly a number of very

typical relations between constituents of compounds – e.g. ‘a kind of’, ‘a part of’

etc. (cf. e.g. Levi 1978, 76–77) –, but it is not possible to formulate a rule that would

encompass any reasons for a selection from a predetermined amount of relations. In

the case of waterbed, the constructed meaning ‘a bed made of water’ comes fairly
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close to the word’s usual meaning in the language, but is still not precise enough. In

other instances, the relations between the constituents are even more idiosyncratic.

For this reason, we are actually dealing with semantic hybrids here, as the rule-

supported addition of the parts is not enough to arrive at the lexicalised result of

the word-formational process (cf. Bauer 1983, 48–50). This is not only true

of compounding but also of other processes such as suffixation, e.g. in the case of

drawer. One of the meanings of to draw is ‘to pull’. The suffix -er is typically used
to convert verbs into nouns; in this particular case we can recognize the meaning ‘a

thing suitable for’ (cf. SOED s.v. -er1), so that a drawer is ‘a thing suitable for

pulling’. Nonetheless, it is still a certain step from here to the usual meaning of the

word, which involves the meaning component ‘part of a piece of furniture’. We can

therefore argue that whenever an idiomatic component is involved in the formation

of a new word, we are dealing with semantic hybridization.

But does that mean that all words consisting of several morphemes should be

defined as hybrids because there is always some kind of semantic change, i.e. a

change in meaning, when morphemes come together? No; whenever it is possible to

capture the new meaning by the application of rules, we should not speak of

hybrids. For instance, if we add the regular plural morpheme {S} to the word

bed, it attains a plural meaning: beds. If we add this morpheme to car, we get cars –
the same word, only in the plural. This is an entirely regular process. Of course one

may object that this is no word-formation but only the addition of grammatical

meaning by means of a grammatical morpheme, {S}. Still, this regularity also

occurs with certain lexical morphemes, e.g. with the prefix un-.3 When attached to

an adjective, it negates its meaning in a fairly regular fashion, e.g. reasonable to

unreasonable. Yet even so, there may be certain changes: the Longman Dictionary
of Contemporary English gives more than ten meanings of the word clear, e.g.
‘easy to understand’, ‘impossible to doubt’, ‘sure about something’, ‘easy to see or

hear’, ‘clean and fresh’. Unclear, by contrast, is reduced to a single meaning

involving difficulty in understanding. For this reason, a person’s complexion can

be clear but not unclear (though there are a number of hits for this collocation on the

internet, too). Nonetheless, unclear is still compositional, if only with regard to one

of the lexical units of clear (Cruse 1986, 80), and thus not hybrid.

Though hybrid word formation may be based on the precise number of two

sources, it is of course possible that more than two morphemes are involved in the

creation of new words with a semantically hybrid meaning. However, their combi-

nation usually follows a particular order, so that the process can be considered as

a combination of binary steps, in which the so-called immediate constituents
(cf. Kastovsky 1982, 170) are combined: thus ice cream cone consists of ice
cream + cone, the first of which is a hybrid that can be analyzed into the hybrid

3Gauger’s (1971, 133) verschiebend (‘shifting’) and variierend (‘varying’) durchsichtige W€orter
are word pairs such as French tendresse ‘tenderness’/tendre ‘tender’, which have the samemeaning

except for the fact that they differ in their part of speech, andmaisonnette ‘small house’ vs. maison
‘house’, where the complex word only represents a specific variation of the base.
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ice + cream. A reversal of this order (ice + cream cone) usually produces

nonsense due to the default rule of English word formation according to which

the first part of a compound determines the second part (cf. Lipka 2002, 96; though

there are of course some exceptions). A similar binary order can be observed in

affixations.

From a semantic point of view, polysemy and homonymy may also initially

seem good candidates for semantic hybrids. By polysemy we understand that one

lexical item has several, related meanings (cf. Lipka 2002, 92), e.g. lay ‘put down
into a flat position’ and ‘produce an egg’. Homonymous words, by contrast, have

the same form but very different meanings, e.g. ear is not only used to designate a

part of the body but also a head of corn (Lipka 2002, 154). However, a closer look at

these phenomena reveals that they have one thing in common which distinguishes

them from hybridity, namely the fact that the elements are not fused but merely

alternatives, which can still be kept apart and may be actualized in different

contexts. A hybrid, by contrast, is fed from different sources but clearly a single

entity. Whenever different meanings share an identical form in the widest sense, we

should therefore not speak of hybridity.

9.2.2.2 Form

This leads us directly to the formal side of words. In compounding, the two chains

of sounds/letters representing the formal side of the morphemes involved usually

remain untouched. Affixation will sometimes result in fairly regular formal

changes, e.g. the deletion of the verb-final <e> in drive in the noun driving, but
this should not be regarded as an instance of hybridization because of its rule-like

character. Some other word-formational processes, though, result in more unpre-

dictable shapes. Blends as non-morphematic word formations (Fandrych 2008,

109) are a particularly interesting case in point. Thus a brunch is neither breakfast

nor lunch; though it does involve food typically associated with either, it is usually

consumed at a time starting between the two and typically in other social contexts

(the corpus sentences in the LDOCE suggest that brunch is usually consumed

outside the home, and typically during holidays). Not only do blends combine

more or less random parts of their source lexemes’ form,4 but their meaning also

combines semantic features of both sources, so that they can be considered iconic

in that their forms reflect their referents (Fandrych 2008, 113). This type of word-

formation is particularly convenient in the naming of hybrid plants or animals

(cf. Meredith 1948) because it can be considered hybrid itself.

4 There are certain rules that are applied when words with particular properties are combined with

each other (cf. Plag 2003, 122–126).
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9.2.2.3 Etymology

But let us come back to the issue of how new words enter a language. The third way

is represented by borrowing from other languages. The reasons for such processes

of borrowing are manifold (Scheler 1977, 86–88): thus words may be taken over at

the same time as a foreign concept, process or entity, e.g. English sauerkraut from
German. Furthermore, it may be that an existing loanword in a language opens the

way for related borrowings from the same word family, as is the case with the

Middle English French borrowing judge, which is complemented by the French

borrowing just in late Middle English (SOED s.v. judge, just; Scheler 1977, 87).
Sometimes the foreign origin is still obvious, as in British bureau (which is a

large desk, just like in French), and whose borrowed spelling <eau> strikes the

eye. Its quasi-synonym desk, by contrast, may be less easily recognizable as

ultimately going back to Latin discus (SOED s.v. desk) – which means that this

word has undergone massive changes in both its form and meaning. As both words

were borrowed as a whole, they cannot be considered hybrid in the sense discussed

before, though – in spite of the fact that the foreign word discus (or its medieval

Latin form desca; cf. SOED s.v. desk) was modified by generations of usage on the

British Isles before becoming modern desk: the Latin and English elements which

combined to yield this modern English word are of very different types, one of them

being an entity (the word) and the other one representing a process. Though it is

conceivable that two different processes may engender another, hybrid, process,

just as two entities can engender a hybrid entity, it is highly questionable whether

the interaction of an entity and a process should be regarded as resulting in hybridity –

otherwise almost everything would have to be considered hybrid in a certain way.

Similar problems arise when we consider the morphological changes arising

when foreign words are integrated into a language and become loan words through

this process (Scheler 1977, 89). For instance, verbs may be stripped of their inflec-

tions and/or get new ones from the target language system. While we have seen

before that the rule-based addition of grammatical morphemes to word stems

cannot be considered an instance of hybridization, the picture becomes some-

what different when the two sources come from distinct languages. Thus, unlike

French présenter, English present no longer has an explicit infinitive ending –

however, it forms the past tense with -ed (presented), the continuous form with -ing
(presenting) etc. As these grammatical morphemes are of Germanic ancestry

(cf. SOED), presenting can therefore be considered hybrid from an etymological

point of view. However, this raises yet another question: the original French word

had an infinitive ending and the English one does not. Can present in its bare form

then also be considered a hybrid? As we have stated before, the stripping of the

suffixes is a rule-based process in contrast to the entity-like character of the word.

For the reasons outlined above, we should consequently not consider this a hybrid.5

5 The only way to do this would be by postulating a morpheme that goes one step beyond the zero

morpheme (cf. Lipka 2002, 3), which we may call a negative morpheme {�X}. This morpheme is
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Still, the interaction between different languages may result in hybridity when

new words are formed on the basis of previously existing material from different

etymological sources. This is a use of hybrid that we find very commonly – and also

very early – in the linguistic literature (e.g. in McKnight 1923; Wehrle 1935).

As these hybrids are formed by speakers who will usually belong more to one

linguistic community than to another, the results of such processes will presumably

be integrated into the stronger language.

The ultimate example for etymological hybridization in English is given by

McKnight (1923, 161): remacadamizing consists of the following constituents:6

• re- Latin

• Mac Celtic

• Adam Hebrew

• -ize French < Latin < ultimately Greek

• -ing Germanic/native English.

McKnight’s example also demonstrates very clearly that from an etymological

perspective, linguistic hybrids may have more than two sources without any

problem. Etymologically hybrid word formations are attested to in different

languages and varieties (cf. e.g. Schach 1948 for Pennsylvania German and Irwin

2005 for Japanese) but seem to be particularly frequent in English (Wehrle 1935,

60–61) due to its external language history: in 1066, the French-speaking Normans

invaded the isles and had a strong impact on the language for several centuries

(Crystal 1995, 30–31). This paved the way for a massive influx of Romance words

into the language. Such integration is possible in different ways of word formation,

such as compounding (doubletalk < French double, Germanic talk), prefixation
(besiege < Germanic be-, French siege; dislike < Romance dis-, Germanic like)
and suffixation (priesthood < Latin priest, Germanic -hood; husbandry < Old

Norse husband, French -ry). Nonetheless, Wehrle (1935, 5) reports that there are

relatively few etymologically hybrid words in English before the late thirteenth

century. The first attested hybrid affixation is sotship – around 1050 –, which later

died out (Wehrle 1935, 17). Apart from formations in -ship, only very few other

Germanic suffixes, such as -hood, -ness or -ful, combined with French bases before

1300 (Wehrle 1935, 20). The first Germanic prefix to combine with a French base

was be-, in bespouse (Wehrle 1935, 20–21). Up until about 1300, hybrid affixations

consisted exclusively of French loan words and native English affixes (Wehrle

1935, 57–58) – a process that Wehrle regards as organic and subconscious.

similar to the zero morpheme in that it serves to complete inflectional paradigms and has no form

but a meaning. In the example above, it stands in place of foreign infinitive endings, thereby

causing their deletion – which explains its name.
6 Though this is a nonce word, cf. the SOED for the meaning of its constituentmacadamize: “Make

or repair (a road) according to McAdam’s system, by laying down successive layers of broken

stone of nearly uniform size, each layer being consolidated by pressure before the next is laid.”
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Sch€onfelder’s (1956, 65) explanation for the fact that we do not find the reverse

pattern (Germanic base and French affix) at the same time already is that affixes are

not borrowed directly from one language into another but that they enter a language

by the analysis of loan-words and analogical formations.

The so-called loan formations (Lehnbildungen) are a very special case of

etymological hybridity: though their form is native, their structure and meaning

come from another language (Scheler 1977, 92–95). For example, English folk song
was created in complete analogy to German Volkslied. Scheler (1977, 93) calls this
subcategory of loan formation Lehn€ubersetzung (loan translation), in contrast to

the slightly less literal Lehn€ubertragung (loan transfer), such as wishful thinking,
whose German source Wunschdenken has the literal translation ‘wish thinking’.

Lehnsch€opfung (loan creation), the third subcategory, is even freer, in that a word in
a foreign language stimulates the creation of a new word with an identical meaning

but a different form (e.g. German vollklimatisiert < English air-conditioned)
(Scheler 1977, 93–94). Consequently, the loan translations are etymologically

hybrid but in an unusual way, since the etymologically alien element may either

be semantic only or refer to the structure to a greater or lesser degree. The so-called

Mischlehnw€orter (mixed loan words; Scheler 1977, 90) cross even more boundaries:

while they borrow the meaning, structure and one of their components from a foreign

language, the other component is native (e.g. German Grapefrucht for grapefruit;
Frucht ¼ fruit). The opposite trend can be observed in the Lehnbedeutung (loan

meaning): here, only a foreign word’s meaning is added to an already existing native

word, e.g. German f€uttern ‘feed’ was extended to mean ‘insert data into a computer’

in analogy to English feed (Scheler 1977, 95).

So far we have unquestioningly accepted the common assumption that words

may be etymological hybrids. However, this idea can be questioned by arguing that

if an English word-formation element combines with a French one, for example the

result is still an English word. The word may be hybrid in different ways (e.g. with

regard to its form, meaning, and the fact that it comes from two sources), but it does

not constitute an instance of a new language. However, we may counter that this

reverses the perspective: the combination of word a from language A with word b
from language B has to yield word c – but not necessarily in a new language, C. This
can be regarded in analogy to biological hybrids: a mother with feature A and a

father with feature B will yield a hybrid offspring – but still either male or female

(at least usually).

According to Nederveen Pieterse (1995, 55–56), “hybridity concerns the mix-

ture of phenomena which are held to be different, separate; hybridization then refers

to a cross-category process.” This engenders the question how distinct the sources

actually have to be, so that another way of questioning the English hybrids would

consist in enforcing stricter rules regarding the issue of proximate vs. original

language. Thus French and Latin are different languages, but ultimately French

goes back to Latin; similarly, English and French are both ultimately Indo-European.

We may therefore argue that in a very broad sense, English-French compounds are

not really etymologically hybrid if we wanted to restrict the term to combinations

transgressing larger language families.
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9.2.3 The Level of Fixed Constructions: Collocations and Idioms

Several levels lie between the level ofwords and that of sentences. Since these overlap

to a certain extent, we shall first consider the level consisting of more or less fixed

combinations of words, namely collocations and idioms. Collocations are words that

typically occur together, such as to take a shower (and not to *do a shower (cf.

Hausmann 2004, 309 for German examples). There are two approaches towards

collocation, one of them considering a significantly high statistical frequency of co-

occurrence (cf. Bartsch 2004, 91), and the other implying that a special relationship

obtains between two words (cf. Hausmann 2004, 320–321; Hausmann 1985, 118). Be

that as it may, words that typically occur together – and make language sound “right”

to native speakers – very often contain some idiomatic component. This is even

stronger in the case of idioms, whose meaning cannot usually be guessed from the

meaning of their parts: e.g. to kick the bucketmeans ‘to die’ (Flavell and Flavell 1992,

117). In contrast to words, idioms and collocations are therefore never hybrid on the

formal level (because they represent combinations of whole words) – but idioms (and

to a certain degree collocations) are necessarily semantically hybrid.

In addition, the most suitable and most frequent collocation of a particular word

may have a very different etymological source from the word itself: table is Romance,

but the process of preparing a table for a meal is not expressed by the equally Romance

verbs prepare or decorate; instead, we say either lay the table or set the table (cf.

Hausmann 2004, 309 and SOED s.v. table), thereby generally combining theRomance

noun with a Germanic verb. Such collocations, of which there are presumably many

more, show how intricately the Germanic and Romance elements interact in English.

For this reason,wemay even speakof a veryweak formof etymological hybridity here.

9.2.4 The Level of Syntax: Phrases, Clauses and Sentences

The same seems superficially to be true of phrases, as one can speak of a red car or
an orange car without any restrictions, even though the word car is Romance but

ultimately of Celtic origin, while red is a Germanic word and orange has entered

English from Sanskrit via Persian, Arab and Old French (cf. SOED). We can use

words with different etymologies freely within phrases, clauses and sentences.

Syntactic rules are thus entirely blind towards etymological origin. But should

this be considered a form of hybridity? No. Due to the mainly rule-based, quasi-

compositional nature of syntax, this level has little to offer in terms of

hybridization – as long as there is no overlap with collocations or idioms, which

may take different syntactic shapes, from the combination of premodifying

adjectives within a noun phrase to sentence-length proverbs such as “When in

Rome do as the Romans do”, to practically anything in between.

Still, this does not mean that functional hybridity – as an alternative to semantic

hybridity in the realm of grammatical structure – is impossible. For instance, the
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construction traditionally called a gerund combines both verbal and nominal

characteristics (Quirk et al. 1985, 1290–1292 and Herbst et al. 1991, 107–108):

the word building in They admired his quickly building the tower is like a verb in

that it is premodified by an adverb and followed by a direct object but like a noun in

that it is preceded by a possessive determiner. Other gerunds – such as writing in the
art of writing poetry – may display the additional nominal characteristic of being

the head of a prepositional phrase. As these two functions of the gerund are

inseparably linked with each other, we can consider it a functional hybrid.

There are even more such examples. Thus English grammar recognizes two verbs

dare (Quirk et al. 1985, 136–139): one main verb with full inflection and do-support
(He doesn’t dare to escape.) and one auxiliary verb with bare infinitive and no

do-support (He daren’t escape.). Still, Quirk et al. (1985, 138) point out that blends

between these two constructions occur and are widely acceptable, e.g. They do not
dare ask for more –which combines the do-support of themain verb usewith the bare

infinitive typical of the auxiliary. Thus features of both categories are present in such

a construction, without it belonging to either of the two. Not only is this an instance of

functional hybridity but also of gradience (cf. Quirk et al. 1985, 90), i.e. the fact that

an item does not clearly belong to one category or another but is situated in between.

Instances of functional hybridity are thus always gradient – but in the special sense

that they are situated at a more or less equal distance to the two ends of the scale

(while gradients that are closer to one particular end would rather be regarded as

being atypical instances of that particular type). As grammatical categories are

always a matter of definition (cf. the different categorization of parts of speech in

different grammars), the determination of functional hybridity will be particularly

dependent on the grammatical model used as the basis for categorization.

9.2.5 The Level of Text: Texts, Text Types and Genres

If we move yet another step higher, etymological hybridity may also seem to be

observable to a certain degree in texts. However, one must question whether words

may be considered as directly generating hybrid texts – after all, phrases, clauses

and sentences function as intermediate steps, and the definition of hybridization

does not provide for the omission of the parent generation and the jump from the

grandparents to the grandchildren. In addition, we must not forget that the interme-

diate syntactic steps between words and texts are rule-based (unless we are dealing

with fixed expressions, which are usually idiomatic to a certain extent; cf. above)

and therefore not really of interest to hybridization, whereas it is not really possible

to ascribe a particular etymology to individual sentences.

However, we can observe a new kind of hybridization on the level of texts,

namely the emergence of new text types from the combination of existing ones.

Galster (2005, 227) uses the term hybrid genre to designate “works of art which

transgress genre boundaries by combining characteristic traits and elements of diverse

literary and non-literary genres”. This might result in the re-classification of more
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traditional text types as hybrid genres, but more usually in the description of new text

types in which elements of one genre appear in another, e.g. when a laudatory speech is

blended with an appeal (Jamieson and Campbell 1982, 147), or when talk show

elements are introduced in political interviews (Lauerbach 2004). Promotional news

represents a mixture of journalism and advertising, which is reflected in the blend

advertorial (Erjavec 2004, 554). Hybrid novels may break down the boundaries

between fiction, poetry and drama (Galster 2005, 227). Some genres have exerted

such a strong influence on the structure of particular novels that the emerging novel-

types were named after them, e.g. the confession, the diary etc. (Bakhtin 1981, 321).7

9.2.6 The Level of Individual Languages

In narrative studies, as opposed to linguistic usage, the term hybrid novel is used with
reference to “novels in which Western and post-colonial (native) writing traditions

creatively interact” (Fludernik et al. 2005, 227). This usage of the term hybrid thus

refers not somuch to an intermixing of genre but rather to the merging of cultures. It is

one step further away from the linguistic use of the term, which relies more on the

original, biological definition. But this is no surprise, because language, the subject of

linguistic study, is often – particularly in the later nineteenth century, andmodelled on

Darwin’s ideas – likened to an organism, which evolves, dies etc. (cf. Gut 2009, 7).

This is still recognisable in the fact that linguists have for a long time been talking

about language families (cf. Bolinger 1975, 457), i.e. languages that are “genetically”

related to each other (Bußmann 1990 s.v. Sprachfamilie), and which may be depicted

in family trees, in analogy to human families (e.g. Bußmann 1990, 277). This may be

the reason why the idea of hybrid languages is one that is fairly frequently used, even

in the older linguistic literature. In this context, it is interesting to note that hybridity in

language differs from hybridity in biological organisms in that there seems to be no

restriction on the possible combination of languages, whereas biological organisms

need to be structurally relatively similar to produce offspring (Croft 2000: 209). Even

thoughEnglish is certainly not the only hybrid language (cf. e.g.Wurm1995), English

is often considered “the standard example of a hybrid language” (Roberts 1939, 23).8

7While the former are either written texts – or at least may be written –, we can apply the concept

of hybridity to spoken texts as well: thus, Kamberelis’ (2001, 86) hybrid discourse practice
involves “teachers and children juxtaposing forms of talk, social interaction, and material practices

from many different social and cultural worlds to constitute interactional spaces that are

intertextually complex, interactionally dynamic, locally situated accomplishments”, while

Duff’s (2003) hybrid discourse refers to the interweaving of non-academic and academic texts

in a classroom situation.
8 Bayer (1999, 233), in an alternative definition, considers as hybrid those languages that “show a

mix of final and initial heads” with regard to their phrase structure. As this simply implies a choice

between alternatives it would not be considered an instance of hybridity in the model followed

here.
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As we have seen before, the originally English lexicon has undergone a massive

influence from Romance vocabulary. While Old English is still a clearly Germanic

language, Middle English is traditionally delimited by the Norman Conquest as the

starting date for the Romance loans, andModern English is characterized by its mixed

character (cf. Leisi andMair 1999, 41–46). This is evidenced particularly nicely in the

following sentence from Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, in which the few

native elements – all of them grammatical – are italicized (Roberts 1939, 37):

The indissoluble connection of civil and ecclesiastical affairs has compelled and
encouraged me to relate the progress, the persecutions, the establishment, the divisions,
the final triumph, and the gradual corruption of Christianity.

According to Scheler (1977, 74), the proportion of loan words in English constitutes

more than 70% of all words. It is only a small step from this extreme intermingling of

two different languages which marked a new period in the history of the English

language to a contact situation that results in a new language spoken by a particular

group, namely to pidgins and creoles, which typically evolve in colonial situations

(cf. Holm 2000, 4–9). A pidgin represents the intermediate step between two distinct

source languages and the creole that develops out of them, which can be regarded as a

language in its own right.9 This constitutes etymological hybridity par excellence.
When two languages blend to form a new, third one, one of them usually

contributes its grammar (in the case of English, this was the Germanic Anglo-

Saxon), whereas the other contributes its vocabulary (in the case of English, the

Anglo-Norman vocabulary was taken over and many Old English words fell out

of use) (Roberts 1939, 28). Hybrid languages thus do not take over 50% of the

vocabulary and grammar from language A and B each, but they split up the possible

domains of influence (though there may be the occasional A-influence in a B-domain

and vice versa). This raises the question of how important each source’s contribution

to the resulting hybrid language needs to be. Roberts (1939, 28) considers that the

language which contributes its grammar “must be considered the victorious tongue

from the genealogical point of view” and even goes so far as to call it the “surviving

language” (Roberts 1939, 31) at the end of a bilingual situation, which is “colored in

greater or less [sic] degree by the perishing language” (Roberts 1939, 31).10 Even if

one may believe that the contribution of the new language’s lexicon, for example,

should be considered of equal importance to that of its grammar, the question remains

whether the source languages’ contributions necessarily need to have equal weight, as

would be the case in a hybrid organism inheriting 50% of each parent’s genetic

material. The English lexicon, for instance, contains a considerable amount of Ger-

manic words, the Romance influence thus being further diminished in comparison to

the Germanic element that also dominates grammar. Still, English is classified as a

hybrid language. But what if the influence of the second language is even smaller?

While it seems obvious that the existence of a few foreign words in a language are not

9 But cf. G€orlach 1986, according to whom not every mixed language is a creole.
10 These metaphors can presumably be regarded as closely linked to their time of utterance.

146 C. Sanchez-Stockhammer



enough to consider it hybrid – otherwise all languages would need to be considered

hybrid, so that the concept would no longer be useful – it is still difficult to determine

where to draw the line. For this reason, it makes sense to posit that hybridity ideally

requires an equal contribution of the sources (i.e. 50% for two sources, 33.3% for three

sources etc.), while a process with an extreme imbalance between the sources’

contribution should not be classified as hybrid. Where the line should be drawn,

however, is a matter of dispute and will have to be decided individually.

Furthermore, we must ask ourselves whether the existence of a few individual

foreign words in a language already results in something new. Maybe we should

rather consider this an instance of addition. In this respect, Roberts’ (1939)

gradations of mixture are very convenient: when the two languages are equally

strong, and virtually the entire vocabulary of the grammar-providing language

is swallowed up by the other’s, he speaks of intermixture; where one of the

two languages retains both its grammatical and lexical integrity, and where only a

portion of the other is added, he speaks of admixture (Roberts 1939, 31). Note,

though, that even in these cases, Roberts speaks of hybridness.
This leads to the question of whether the opposite exists, whether there is

actually such a thing as a “pure” language. The generally agreed-upon answer

is no (Roberts 1939, 23). Scheler (1977, 85) believes that there has always been

mixing between different languages due to the contact between different people and

peoples. Still, it is not only on the level of individual languages that we are con-

fronted with the question of purity. Most categories are gradient and have fuzzy

boundaries. To give but one very basic example, the speech sounds that are

discussed in linguistic analyses represent an abstraction from a whole “cloud” of

sounds whose articulation is similar enough to qualify as the same. Similarly, there

are better and worse examples of hybrid entities such as individual hybrid genres –

which is sometimes reflected in the existence of a more or less common designation

for the one but not for the other. The idiosyncrasy of the hybrids seems to prevent

strict categorization; they seem to be better suited for a description by prototype

theory. No-one expresses this dilemma better than Nederveen Pieterse (1995, 55):

A theory of hybridity would be attractive. We are so used to theories that are concerned

with establishing boundaries and demarcations among phenomena – units or processes that

are as neatly as possible set apart from other units or processes – that a theory which instead

would focus on fuzziness and mélange, cut-and-mix, crisscross and crossover, might well

be a relief in itself. Yet, ironically, of course, it would have to prove itself by giving as neat

as possible a version of messiness, or an unhybrid categorization of hybridities.

The opposite of liminal space is thus situated at the centre of the prototype.

Prototypically, hybridization combines two very different, pure entities – but of

course this does not prevent the (presumably far more frequent) case that several

entities that are hybrid themselves generate a new hybrid. In contrast to cultural

hybridity issues, which often seem to revolve around the problematic idea of purity

(cf. Stockhammer, this volume), linguistic hybridity need not determine whether

the sources are actually pure; one need only determine which features are mixed.

For this reason, from a linguistic point of view nothing prevents hybridization from

hybrids and other entities, e.g. in decreolization processes: when creoles come into
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contact with the source language of the creole’s vocabulary (e.g. in Guyana),

intermediate hybrid varieties may be created from the combination of the hybrid

creole and the creole’s lexical source language (Croft 2000: 213).

Languages also influence each other in the case of code-switching, which society

often seems to regard as a defective and inferior language use (cf. R€athzel 1999, 213
with regard to Turkish teenagers in Germany).While code-switchingmay be used as a

stylistic means to demonstrate linguistic skills or to play with language, learners of a

foreign language who have not yet achieved full command of it sometimes fill gaps in

the L2 system (vocabulary or grammar) with elements from their L1 (or other

languages). The result of this process, the so-called interlanguage (cf. Selinker

1972), is a hybrid form of language, too. However, the hybrid languages resulting

from such individual shortcomings are to a certain degree idiosyncratic, and the

interlanguage may progress towards a more standard version of the L2 within a fairly

short period of time (or decay, conversely, if there is not enough training). This points

towards another feature of hybridization in language: typically, we would want to

consider not idiosyncratic, ephemeral phenomena but rather those that achieve a more

durable status within the language (and thus the linguistic community).

So far we have considered languages in the sense of (inter)national means for

communication, but not only these may be affected by hybridization processes. The

same phenomena can be observed where dialects of one particular language meet in

a geographical area. This will lead to an overlap of certain features in the local

dialects of the border region11 – and thus to hybrid varieties as well.

To sum up, we can recognize a gradience in the strength of etymological

hybridity on the level of languages going from idiosyncratic code-switching at

the bottom, which leaves the source languages’ integrity untouched (Weißk€oppel
2005, 334), to the creation of whole new creole languages at the top.

9.2.7 The Level of Communication

So far, we have basically treated language like an object or an organism whose

hybridity we can investigate. What one must not forget, though, is that language is

no abstract entity but a means of communication, by which human subjects interact

with each other via a channel. Speech events involve the following constituent

factors (based on Jakobson 1985, 150 but with a slightly modified terminology): a

11 Cf. de Saussure (1916/2005, 277–280): where many isoglosses – i.e. geographical borderlines

between dialectal features – coincide, the two areas that are separated constitute different dialects.

However, not all neighbouring languages/dialects are separated by hybrid intermediate varieties.

Thus, there is no intermediate step between the Germanic and the Slavic languages (de Saussure

1916/2005, 280). This is in line with the idea reported above, that languages behave to a certain

extent like biological organisms, so that no hybrid offspring are possible at all between individuals

of very different species (such as dogs and bears).
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sender sends a message with a particular subject, written in a particular code, to a

receiver via a channel in a particular communicative situation. These various

factors involved in communication are all potentially hybrid. Some of these we

have already considered. Thus, the code refers to language (in terms of sounds,

words, syntax etc.), while the message covers the level of text and text types. As the
subject refers to extra-linguistic events and entities, it is not of interest in the scope

of the present paper – in contrast to sender, receiver and channel.

9.2.7.1 Sender and Receiver

Both sender and receiver of speech are (usually) humans. This means that as soon as

we move away from the level of language as a code, a vast range of options for

hybridity opens up: for instance, we may argue that the linguistic proficiency of each

speaker constitutes a hybrid entity. After all, many micro-systems are mixed in it;

systems that are appropriate for particular communicative situations such as a written

scientific journal article or an intimate spoken conversation among friends. This does

not represent a choice between different alternatives, but rather an intricately interwo-

ven system, inwhich the parts influence each other. The sendermay also have a hybrid

identity – either because of a mixed cultural background or simply in the wider sense

because every person takes on different social roles in different situations. This hybrid

identity may have an effect on that person’s particular style of speaking or writing etc.

If a multifaceted linguistic background, e.g. knowledge of several languages or

dialects, is added, this may influence the pronunciation, vocabulary etc., too. Conse-

quently, it is not surprising that Croft (2000: 209) should regard bi- or multilngual

individuals as hybrids. In a very artificial situation, it is even possible to combine the

recorded voices of several speakers and thus to achieve hybrid spoken syllables (cf.

Whiteside and Rixon 2000, 935).

Sometimes, the identity of the sender may be unclear, namely when another’s

speech is introduced in the discourse of a novel’s author without any formal markers

(Bakhtin 1981, 303). This double-voiced discourse or heteroglossia, according to

Bakhtin (1981, 324), is created by hybrid constructions, which are “an utterance that
belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers, to a single

speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech

manners, two styles, two ‘languages,’ two semantic and axiological belief systems”

(Bakhtin 1981, 304). Even one and the same word may thus simultaneously belong to

two different utterances (Bakhtin 1981, 305). Consider the sentence

It began to be widely understood that one who had done society the admirable service

of making so much money out of it, could not be suffered to remain a commoner

from Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit: it contains a very typical hybrid construction,

in which the subordinate clause “of making so much money out of it” is in direct

authorial speech, while the main clause reflects a different and more general opinion

about the person referred to (Bakhtin 1981, 306). We thus read a second story, the

author’s story, behind the narrator’s story at each moment (Bakhtin 1981, 314).
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The two voices constantly interact with each other as if in a dialogue (Bakhtin 1981,

324). This “mixture of two social languages within the limits of a single utterance,

an encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two different linguistic

consciousnesses, separated from one another by epoch, by social differentiation or

by some other factor” are called (deliberate, conscious) hybridization by Bakhtin

(1981, 358). He sets off this fairly narrow definition against unintentional, uncon-

scious hybridization, which he believes to be “one of the most important modes in

the historical life and evolution of all languages” (Bakhtin 1981, 358). This latter

concept of hybridization seems closer to the one discussed here – though it is highly

questionable whether the hybridization that results in language changes is always

unconscious –, but it is difficult to compare the two more closely, as Bakhtin does

not define the concept in more detail.

In addition, more than one individual may actually be involved in a text’s

creation: if several people jointly write a text with which they all agree and in

which the individual contributions cannot be distinguished from each other, we can

speak of a hybrid sender, a form of communicative hybridity. When a translator

translates a text, wemay even ask ourselves whether we are dealing with two senders

(or with only one – plus the translator as an intermediary black box; cf. Reiß and

Vermeer 1991, 41) – and if so, whether this is an instance of a hybrid sender, too.

Another aspect to consider are quotations or the transmission of others’ ideas in

everyday conversation. Bakhtin (1981, 338–339) believes that the modified repro-

duction of other’s talk constitutes an extremely large proportion of every person’s

utterances and that “re-telling a text in one’s own words is to a certain extent a

double-voiced narration of another’s words” (Bakhtin 1981, 341). Following this

view would mean that half of spoken discourse is hybrid from a communicative

point of view.

As soon as we include the receiver as well, it gets even more complex:

Weißk€oppel (2005, 325–326) points out that meaning in speech acts always

emerges from the interaction between the participants. To take this one step further,

we may even posit more sources of meaning in communicative situations, among

them the context, the speaker’s intention, the hearer’s interpretation etc. Thus, the

emergence of meaning in communicative situations is extremely hybrid. This is

expressed by Bhabha (1994, 36) in his concept of the so-called “third space”:

The pact of interpretation is never simply an act of communication between the I and the

You designated in the statement. The production of meaning requires that these two places

be mobilized in a passage through a Third Space, which represents both the general

conditions of language and the specific implication of the utterance in a performative and

institutional strategy of which it cannot ‘in itself’ be conscious. What this unconscious

relation introduces is an ambivalence in the act of interpretation.

A similar argument is advanced by Bakhtin (1981, 279):

On all its various routes toward the object, in all its directions, the word encounters an alien

word and cannot help encountering it in a living, tension-filled interaction.

He speaks of the “internal dialogism of the word” (Bakhtin 1981, 279) and

stresses that words should not be looked at in isolation. Bakhtin (1981, 279) also
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emphasizes the role of the listener (and his answer), at whom (and at whose

conceptual system) the word is directed – and basically the intra- and extralinguistic

context in which words attain their meaning (Bakhtin 1981, 281–282). If we thus

consider that many different sources contribute to a word’s meaning, we may even

argue that words are always hybrid. However, as their meanings are disambiguated

by the context, they are not hybrid from a semantic point of view.12 Instead, we

have to recognize yet another type of hybridity, namely communicative hybridity.

9.2.7.2 Channel

The communicative channel can be hybrid, too. Thus, spoken and written Japanese

used to be so different from each other that they could be considered separate

systems. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, a new written language, which

adapted spoken elements, emerged from the gembunitchi movement.13 In recent

years, new electronic means of communication have been blurring the traditional

dichotomy between the spoken and the written modality not only in English but

presumably in all languages making use of them (cf. Brown and Yule 1983, 12–19):

thus Fandrych (2007, 148) advocates regarding electronic forms of communication

(such as text messages, e-mail or chatrooms) as a new medium between the tradi-

tional two media – or, to apply the terminology of the present paper, as a hybrid

medium. Crystal (2001, 48), however, would oppose this view because, among

other things, electronic texts are simultaneously available on an indefinite number

of machines, because they do not degrade when copied, and because they have

permeable boundaries as far as links to others etc. are concerned. In the approach

followed here, though, these other, additional characteristics do not prevent hybrid-

ity. We therefore agree with Fandrych (2007, 152), who suggests that we should

consider media as a scale or cline: spoken – electronic – written – and not as a

separate medium, like Crystal (2001, 238).

There are also certain text types/art forms that transgress media boundaries

(cf. Hansen-L€ove 1983). A case in point are comics, in which language and pictures

interact in such a way that one is very often needed for the interpretation of the other.

Internet pages may consist of a video and text that refers back to the video; in this

case, the page as a whole is also a hybrid kind of text. Harpold (2005, 110) points out

that some texts are crafted with one medium in mind and consumed in another – e.g.

digital versions of printed texts – whereas others are created with multiple media in

12According to Bakhtin (1981, 305), it is a frequent phenomenon “that even one and the same

word will belong simultaneously to two languages, two belief systems that intersect in a hybrid

construction – and, consequently, the word has two different meanings, two accents. . .”. If a word
has different meanings, this does not yet make it hybrid – but if two or more of these meanings are

simultaneously realized in a particular communicative situation, this is hybrid indeed.
13 I would like to thank Noriyo Hoozawa-Arkenau (Heidelberg University) for pointing this out

to me.
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mind, e.g. magazine articles that appear both in print and on the magazine’s website.

Even more extreme in this respect are modern dictionaries – which are now crafted

in a format that can be used in the form of digital applications for computers, mobile

phones etc. Yet I would not consider these examples of hybridity but rather argue

that such texts are underdetermined with respect to their medium.

9.2.8 The Level of Abstraction: Models of Language

We have now covered the various levels of language – but there is still another level

beyond language itself, which is related to it: the abstract level. Linguists attempt to

explain how language works, both in a general sense and with relation to how

humans learn and understand language. The models devised to this end often fail

to take into account certain features, which are then pointed out by subsequent

research. This means that there are usually several competing models which all

have their shortcomings. In order to overcome these drawbacks, there is a tendency

to combine existing models into new models in the next step of the research (cf. e.g.

Stevenson 1994 for syntactic disambiguation, Shen 1999 for metaphor interpreta-

tion and Caillies and Butcher 2007 for the processing of idiomatic expressions).

Since additive models are unlikely to exist, the new models are usually hybrid, so

that there is a lot of language-related hybridization on this level.14

9.3 Summary and Conclusion

To sum up, language and linguistic elements may be hybrid with regard to the

following variables:

• Formal hybridity (e.g. blends)

• Semantic hybridity (e.g. idioms)

• Functional hybridity (e.g. syntax)

• Etymological hybridity (e.g. languages)

• Communicative hybridity (e.g. double voice in the novel).

This overview of hybridisation phenomena within language is of course not

exhaustive. Even if it had attempted to cover all relevant areas, it is highly probable

that many other language-related issues will be found to be legitimate instances of

hybridity or hybridization, depending on the precise definition that is chosen.

14 Sometimes, though, hybrid is not defined in articles whose title contains this term. In such cases,

it is usually doubtful whether we are actually dealing with hybrid phenomena, and one may argue

that Meskill and Anthony’s (2005) “hybrid” language class is simply instructed with a mixture of

different methods, and that the elements in Watson et al.’s (2003) “hybrid” lists do not interact to

create something other than an additive entity.
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What we have not considered so far is why hybridization happens in the first

place and who is responsible for it. For even if we have mainly considered language

as a structure, the changes in language are brought about by its speakers, and we can

assume that more often than not, they have a reason why they apply processes of

hybridization. For instance, hybrids may be formed in order to enlarge the range of

options: new words meet the demand to express a newly-emerged concept (and may

be etymologically hybrid if one of the bases has been borrowed from another

language); a new genre meets the demand of a particular author’s wish to express

themselves in a particular way etc. Particularly where the mixed character of the

linguistic entity is very evident, hybridization can also serve as a stylistic means,

e.g. to create a poetic effect. Thus, Dadaist artists such as Hans Arp, Walter Serner

and Tristan Tzara switched between different languages to create a poetic multilin-

gual text (Mersmann 2002). The combination of very disparate constituents may

also result in a comic effect, e.g. in the so-called macaronic texts, which usually

integrate native (e.g. English) words into a Latin system of grammar and inflection,

as in “Boyibus kissibus sweet girliorum, girlibus likibus, askum for morum”

(Hansen 1961, 56). This comic effect can also be achieved with creative word

formations in an otherwise English text, as long as the disparity between the

constituents is felt, e.g. in trade-ocracy or weatherology (cf. Hansen 1961).

While these last examples may evoke the impression that hybridizations are

typically produced by artists, writers, journalists and other creative language users,

this is not entirely true. Even if formal hybrids such as new blends are presumably

formed mainly by these groups, new words in general, particularly compounds, are

often created very spontaneously by all kinds of speaker, so that semantic hybrids

are actually very common among very different acting subjects. Once originally

foreign linguistic elements have become part of the vocabulary of a language, they

may enter these word-formation processes very naturally as well, so that etymolog-

ical hybrids may be formed by the unaware language user.15

Nonetheless, it seems that hybridization in language very often refers to deliber-

ate new creations rather than to instances of incomplete appropriation, as is

frequently the case in other cultural domains (cf. Werbner 1997, 5, who speaks of

“routine cultural borrowings and appropriations”). Similarly – and in contrast to

cultural hybrids –, the number and amount of influence of the sources of linguistic

hybrids can usually be determined quite clearly, at least on the lower levels of the

pyramid (cf. Fig. 9.1).16 This may explain a certain tendency for linguistic hybridity

15However, as long as there is still an exotic element about them, only certain groups of language

users may produce new hybrids. Wehrle (1935, 6) believes that at least the early etymological

hybrids will have been formed in written language (because of their learned character) and entered

the spoken language from there.
16 By contrast, hybrids in language can often not be unique in the sense that they are in other

disciplines because of the distinction between langue and parole (cf. de Saussure 1916/2005,

30–31). Thus the hybrid, e.g. an etymologically mixed word, may be unique on the level of the

system of langue, but not on the level of parole, because it may be used many times by different

speakers in different situations.
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to be likened to biological hybridity.17 The higher we move up, the more complex it

gets, because language functions as a means of communication within culture – so

that culture may even be added as an additional level at the top of Fig. 9.1.

But let us return to the initial question: is hybridization hybrid? Let us consider

the etymology first (cf. the etymological information from the Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary summarized in Table 9.1):

One constituent comes directly from Latin and the other two have a French

origin. As they all involve Latin at one stage in their history, all three components

could be categorized as having a classical origin. If we decide to look at the parent

generation only, though, we do find a certain degree of etymological hybridity

(Latin and French). From a formal point of view, the final <e> of the second

constituent is deleted – but since this is rule-driven, we do not regard this as an

instance of formal hybridization. Let us therefore consider semantics, which usually

involves some idiomatic element: as long as we determine precisely what is meant

by a hybrid, the derivation itself is fairly regular, with -ize contributing ‘bring or

come into some specified state’ and -ation forming a noun ‘denoting verbal action

or an instance of it, or a resulting state or thing’ (cf. SOED). Hybridization is thus

not a semantically hybrid word either – and therefore only a very weak instance of

hybridization if we consider all levels jointly.

However, as we have seen, hybridization as a phenomenon occurs on all levels

of language. Therefore, if we consider all the instances of hybridization introduced

above, we must necessarily come to the conclusion that language is a hybrid system

par excellence.
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Chapter 10

New Zealand English: A History

of Hybridization

Daniela Wawra

Abstract The aim of this paper is to reconstruct the history of New Zealand

English. New Zealand English today has some special features in its lexicon and

grammar and particularly in its phonetics and phonology, when we compare it

to other varieties of English. Therefore it is the accent that reveals most about

the origins of New Zealand English. Theories about the development of the New

Zealand accent can mainly be divided into three categories: Lay, single origin and

multiple origin. This study will discuss and evaluate different hypotheses against

the background of New Zealand’s cultural history and in the light of linguistic

theories about the development of varieties of English. Arguing for a multiple

origin theory as the likeliest scenario, the paper will show that the New Zealand

English accent is the result of a mixture of other English accents. Thus, the history

of this variety of English is a classic case of hybridization.

10.1 Introduction

“Aotearoa” – land of the long white cloud – was the name that the Polynesians of

the Maori tribe gave their country – two islands in the Pacific Ocean they had

inhabited since the middle of the twelfth century. Five hundred years later, on

13 December, 1642, two ships from the Dutch East-India Company reached the

South Island. The Dutchman Abel Tasman was in command. A few men of the crew

were sent ashore in longboats. On their way, they were attacked by the aborigines

and four of the crew members were killed. After this incident, Tasman gave orders

to leave. In a sketch of the West coast of the island he marked the place as

“Murderers’ Bay”, and he called the islands “Statenland” in honor of the Dutch

general states. The islands were soon renamed New Zealand, after Tasman’s

home state (cf. Gaertner 1994, 15, 33; Crystal 1997, 37; Gordon and Deverson

1998, 9–13).

In 1769, New Zealand was ”rediscovered”. It was the country’s first contact with

the English language: Captain James Cook landed on the East coast of the North
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Island. He charted the islands and claimed them for the British crown in 1770. From

the 1790s until 1841 New Zealand was a dependency of the Australian colony New

South Wales. It had no government of its own and no legal system. The first smaller

settlements, of mainly English speaking immigrants, were founded. Many of these

early settlers came from Australia, mainly because of the “strong trading links”

between the countries (Bauer and Warren 2008, 39). In 1840 the Treaty of Waitangi

was signed, which Captain William Hobson had negotiated with the Maori

to acquire their land for the British crown. One year later, New Zealand was a

crown colony (cf. Gaertner 1994, 15, 33; Crystal 1997, 37; Gordon and Deverson

1998, 9–13).

This is when the history of English in New Zealand starts. It is the history of a

new variety of English: New Zealand English.1 It has some special features in its

lexicon (cf. e.g. Orsman 1997; Kennedy and Yamazaki 1999; Deverson and

Kennedy 2005) and its grammar (cf. e.g. Bauer 1994, 399–401; Hundt 1998) –

but above all in its phonetics and phonology (cf. e.g. Bauer 1986; Bell and Holmes

1990). And so it is the accent of New Zealand English that reveals most when we

want to reconstruct the history of this variety of English. Unfortunately, this is the

area that is the most difficult to study as we do not have any evidence for

pronunciations “in the time before” spoken language could be recorded (Gordon

and Deverson 1998, 21). Let me therefore make a few remarks on the methods that

are applied to reconstruct earlier pronunciations.

10.2 Methods

As we do not have any nineteenth century recordings of New Zealand English, we

have to rely on written sources such as personal letters, newspaper articles, letters to

the editor, and reports of teachers, school inspectors and professors who comment

on the New Zealand accent (cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 21–25). In addition,

there is a corpus of spoken New Zealand English that comprises the speech of

325 people who were born in New Zealand in the nineteenth and early twentieth

century. The recordings were made for the National Broadcasting Corporation of

New Zealand between 1946 and 1948. The data were then digitalized and tran-

scribed by the department of linguistics at Christchurch as part of the “Origins

of New Zealand English” (ONZE) project. This project started in 1989. The

recordings give us a unique insight into the speech of first generation New

Zealanders (cf. Trudgill 2004, x). Finally, another important source is demographic

data: Where did the settlers in New Zealand come from?

1 For overviews of New Zealand English see also Turner (1966) as an early work as well as

Burridge and Mulder (1998) and Burridge and Kortmann (2008).
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But at what point in time exactly should we start with our investigation?

Since when can we call the English language in New Zealand a separate variety

of English?

10.3 The Beginnings of New Zealand English as a Variety

in Its Own Right

The first English speaking settlers came to New Zealand between 1780 and 1800.

More and bigger groups of immigrants arrived after the treaty of Waitangi. The

decisive phase of the rise of New Zealand English took place between 1840

and 1890. This was because, for the first time, more Europeans were born in

New Zealand than there were European immigrants (cf. Trudgill 2004, 25, 129).

Between 1900 and 1912 certain aspects of the pronunciation of English in New

Zealand were mentioned in written sources for the first time. We can deduce that

there was already a distinct New Zealand accent at the beginning of the twentieth

(cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 24–25; Trudgill 2004, 25). In 1910, for example,

Mr. Andrews of Napier Boy’s High School commented: “I am just now observing

that a dialect, and that not a defensible one, is becoming fixed in the Dominion

among the children and the younger adults” (Gordon and Deverson 1998, 28).

10.4 Special Features of the New Zealand Accent Today

in Comparison to Received Pronunciation

What does the New Zealand standard accent sound like today?2 The following

tables summarize its most characteristic peculiarities in comparison to Received

Pronunciation (RP), the standard accent of British English. Differences between RP

and the New Zealand English accent can mainly (although not exclusively, cf. also

Bauer 1986; Kuiper and Bell 1999; Burridge and Kortmann 2008) be found in the

vowel systems on which I am to concentrate here. Before continuing to an overview

2The following discussion refers to the standard accent of New Zealand English. There is little

regional and social variation in comparison to other varieties like American or Australian English:

“The surprising thing about regional variation in New Zealand English is how little of it there is

(. . .). In this sense, New Zealand is dialectally homogeneous (. . .)” (Bauer 1994, 411). Still, New
Zealand English is sometimes classified into broad, general and cultivated New Zealand English,

variably with RP on top as the accent with the highest prestige in the country (cf. Bauer 1994, 411;

Hansen et al. 1996, 169). At any rate, there are fewer and less marked differences between the

strata of New Zealand English than there are between the strata of other varieties like American,

Australian or British English.
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of characteristic New Zealand English vowels the following RP vowel chart

provides orientation (Fig. 10.1, Table 10.1–10.3):

Table 10.2 New Zealand

accent today in comparison to

RP – long monophthongs

FLEECE Slightly diphthongized

BATH More front

THOUGHT Closer

GOOSE More front

NURSE Closer

Extracted from Bauer and Warren (2008, 49–50)

Table 10.3 New Zealand

accent today in comparison

to received pronunciation –

diphthongs

FACE First element more open

PRICE First element more back

CHOICE First element closer

GOAT First element more open, second more front

MOUTH First element closer

NEAR, SQUARE Merger; first element closer

CURE

First element more front, second element

more open

Extracted from Bauer and Warren (2008, 51–2)

Fig. 10.1 RP vowel chart

Table 10.1 New Zealand

accent today in comparison to

RP – short monophthongs

KIT Centralized

DRESS Closer

TRAP Closer

STRUT More front

LOT Slightly more centralized

FOOT More central

Extracted from Bauer and Warren (2008, 46–49)
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10.5 Theories About the Development of the New Zealand

Accent

Theories about the development of the New Zealand accent can be divided into

three categories:

1. Lay theories

2. Single origin theories and

3. Multiple origin theories.

10.5.1 Lay Theories

One lay theory, for instance, says that the climate is responsible for the New

Zealand accent. The argument goes like this: Pollination in New Zealand regularly

causes hay fever, an infection of the nose. That is why a particularly nasal pronun-

ciation has developed in New Zealand (cf. Hornadge 1980, 15). According to

another lay theory the New Zealand accent imitates the sounds of the many sheep

in the country (cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 36). Yet another theory claims that

the New Zealand accent is based on the huge percentage of people in the country

whose third teeth do not fit properly. This prevents people from opening their

mouths wide enough to speak proper English – because they are afraid that their

teeth might fall out (cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 25). This seems partly to reflect

the linguistic fact that, as Bauer and Warren put it, “[l]ip-rounding and spreading is

never strong in New Zealand English” (Bauer and Warren 2008, 42).

Let us have a look at the linguistic research into the origins of the standard New

Zealand English accent.

10.5.2 Single Origin Theories

According to single origin theories, New Zealand English is a pure import from

another country. There are three possibilities for the source of the import

(cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 26–29):

1. New Zealand English is based on Australian English.

2. New Zealand English is based on Cockney English.

3. New Zealand English is based on South-Eastern English.

10.5.2.1 Is New Zealand English Based on Australian English?

What is there to be said in favor of the hypothesis that New Zealand English is

based on Australian English? When we look at the cultural history of the country it
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is obvious that many settlers came from Australia to New Zealand. Especially

between the 1850s and the 1870s a high percentage of immigrants came from

Australia. In some years, there were more settlers from Australia than from Great

Britain: Between 1854 and 1856, for example, 1451 immigrants came from Great

Britain and 1841 from Australia (cf. table in Gordon and Deverson 1998, 27).

Not all immigrants from Australia were born in Australia, but a considerable part of

them spoke Australian English. In addition, the contact between New Zealand and

Australia intensified in the second half of the nineteenth century and at the turn

of the century. Finally, New Zealand English and Australian English are closely

related phonologically (cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 18). There are many

comments about this fact from the early twentieth century onwards (cf. Gordon

et al. 2004, 73). The lawyer Louis Cohen wrote in 1912: “I think it is beyond

controversy that the English spoken in the Dominion of New Zealand has become

characteristically colonial. It fortunately has not reached the despairing depths of

what we in New Zealand call ‘Orstreilian’, but it is in grave danger of touching that

point” (Gordon and Deverson 1998, 28).

Recordings that were made in the 1940s of people born in New Zealand at the

turn of the nineteenth century show that many of them pronounce “chance” and

“dance” for example as in Australian English, not as in British English. This is

also the standard pronunciation of modern New Zealand English. Even today,

New Zealand speakers are often thought to be Australians. Even people from

New Zealand do not always recognize an Australian accent and Australians do

not always recognize a New Zealand accent (cf. Bauer 1994, 425; Gordon et al.

2004, 73).

The conclusion we can infer from this is that it is very likely that New Zealand

English has been influenced by Australian English to a greater or lesser degree.

Gordon et al. (2004) reach the same conclusion: “(. . .) the (. . .) weight of the

evidence indicates that New Zealand English owes some of its character to Austra-

lian input” (Gordon et al. 2004, 257). Let us now turn to the second single-origin

theory.

10.5.2.2 Is New Zealand English Based on Cockney English?

What is the evidence for New Zealand English being based on Cockney English?

There are three hypotheses about the importing of the Cockney accent to New

Zealand (cf. Gordon et al. 2004, 219–23):

1. The Cockney accent was imported via Australia.

2. It was imported directly from the British Isles.

3. It was imported from both countries.

First of all, what is meant by “Cockney accent”? Some typical features of

Cockney are (cf. Gordon et al. 2004, 219–20):
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1. “h”-dropping (i.e. not articulating the <h-> at the beginning of words like

“hear”, “her”, “him” etc.),

2. Shifts of diphthongs (“today” for example would sound like “to die” (cf. Bauer

1986, 240)),

3. The drawling (i.e. lengthening) of vowels,

4. The “clipping” of the suffix<�ing>, resulting in the pronunciation /In/ in words

like “singing”, “walking” etc..

All of these features are documented in early New Zealand English, particu-

larly in the reports of school inspectors (cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 166f) and

some of the diphthong shifts have become the standard pronunciation (see table

above).

However, we must be careful when defining “Cockney”. There are two defini-

tions. According to a narrow definition, the accent of the London working class

has been imported to New Zealand. However, this assumption seems implausible.

The number of immigrants from London was simply too small. However, there is

every indication of an influence of the Cockney accent according to a second,

broader definition: The majority of immigrants to New Zealand came from the

South-East of England, and most of them were lower class people (cf. Gaertner

1994, 36). Charles Darwin visited New Zealand in 1835 and he even spoke of the

“scum” of British society that immigrated to New Zealand (cf. Gaertner 1994, 34).

In 1939 Arnold Wall estimated that about 80% of the population of New Zealand

spoke more or less distinct Cockney-English (cf. Wall 1939, 8). This claim is only

plausible when we assume an influence of the Cockney-accent according to the

broader definition. Finally, let us take a closer look at the third single origin theory.

10.5.2.3 Is New Zealand English Based on South-Eastern English?

The third single origin theory is that New Zealand English originates in the standard

South-Eastern accent of England. Lass promulgates that all the colonial varieties of

English are dialects from England’s South. He claims that “this simple characteri-

zation is true without exception: There is no extra-territorial English that is not a
variety of Southern English” (Lass 1990, 247). Which arguments support this

hypothesis?

First of all, the phonetics and the phonology of New Zealand English have

always been very similar to South-Eastern English pronunciation. Bauer for exam-

ple emphasizes: “Phonologically, New Zealand English is a variant of the South-

East-English system” (Bauer 1994, 388, 391; cf. also Bauer 1999, 298, 300).

Gordon et al. also come to the conclusion that features of the South-Eastern English

accent are clearly dominant in New Zealand English (cf. Gordon et al. 2004, 231).

When looking at the vowel systems today, it is apparent that the majority of

monophthongs and diphthongs are very similar to the South-Eastern vowels.

In addition, it is an undisputed fact that most immigrants to New Zealand came

from the South-Eastern part of England (cf. Gordon et al. 2004, 256).
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10.5.2.4 Discussion

How plausible is it then to assume that there is one single origin of the New Zealand

accent? Adherents of single origin theories agree in one respect: The starting point

for the development of New Zealand English is one single imported variety, be it

Australian English, Cockney English or South-Eastern English. The hypothesis is

that while people with different accents met in New Zealand, all of them sooner or

later adapted their pronunciation to one single variety. Is this homogenization

scenario plausible? In the early variety of New Zealand English, and still today,

we find features of all three varieties, albeit with a clear dominance of South-

Eastern English features. Therefore, South-Eastern English is the most likely

candidate for a single-origin theory. But if this single origin theory were correct,

why do we still find features of Cockney and Australian English in standard New

Zealand English today? Could it be that those features developed independently, by

chance? To be able to properly weigh up the likelihood of such a process against

that of the three accents mixing, we first have to take a closer look at the multiple

origin theories. At the core of these theories is the assumption that New Zealand

English is the result of a process of hybridization.

10.5.3 Multiple Origin Theories

The New Zealand accent has features of South-Eastern English, Australian English

and Cockney. How and why should these three accents have mixed? Why are most

of the variants in the New Zealand accent based on the South-Eastern accent? And

why are there no remnants of the Scottish and Irish accents in standard New

Zealand English?3 After all, about a quarter of the immigrants from Great Britain

came from Scotland and Ireland (cf. Trudgill 2004, 13). To find answers to those

questions, let us take a closer look at different theories about the development of

varieties.

10.6 Theories About the Development of Varieties

There are many different theories regarding the process and result of the mixture of

varieties, including their accents. The following positions are the most extreme:

3 There is no trace of the Scottish or Irish accent to be found in today’s standard pronunciation of

New Zealand English. However, we can make out a Scottish influence on the accent of people in

the south of South Island, where immigrants from Scotland outnumbered settlers from other

regions (cf. Bauer 1994, 411; Bauer 1997).
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1. The New Zealand accent is the result of a purely mechanistic and deterministic

process.

2. Only social factors lead to the New Zealand accent.

10.6.1 Deterministic-Mechanistic Approach

10.6.1.1 The General Mechanisms of New-Dialect Formation

A prominent advocate of the deterministic-mechanistic approach is Peter Trudgill.

He suggests that in colonial situations a new dialect always develops through the

following mechanisms or chronological stages (cf. Trudgill 2004, 84–89). His

model can be applied to dialects in general and accents in particular: 4

1. Mixing

2. Levelling

– Rudimentary levelling

– Apparent levelling

3. Unmarking

4. Interdialect development

5. Reallocation

6. Focussing

1. Mixing. A necessary prerequisite for dialect mixing is that speakers of different

dialects of the same language or speakers of different languages that are easily

mutually intelligible come together at a certain place (cf. Trudgill 2004, 84).

2. Levelling. During the process of levelling the variants of minorities get lost.

At the very beginning of a dialect mixing situation – for example when people

start to settle in a new colony – we usually find many variants of different

dialects. In due course the variants that survive in the mixture are reduced

(cf. Trudgill 2004, 84f). During the process of levelling we can distinguish the

following chronological stages, which can be roughly attributed to different

generations following each other (cf. Trudgill 2004, 89–115):

4 I am using the terms accent, dialect and variety here in the sense that Bauer (2005, 2–4) describes:

“The important thing about an accent is that it is something you hear: the accent you speak with

concerns purely the sound you make when you talk, your pronunciation” (Bauer 2005, 2). “What

you speak with your accent is your individual version of a dialect – a kind of language which

identifies you as belonging to a particular group of people. (. . .) Standard Southern British English
(. . .) is just one dialect among many.” (Bauer 2005, 3). “The term ‘variety’ is an academic term

used for any kind of language production, whether we are viewing it as being determined by

region, by gender, by social class, by age or by our own inimitable individual characteristics. It

(. . .) [is] used (. . .) as a neutral term.” (Bauer 2005, 4).
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– Rudimentary levelling. This is the first stage of levelling when adult speakers
adapt to each other in their language use. It is especially locally marked

variants of a dialect that get lost in this process. This is because they hinder

mutual understanding.

– Apparent levelling. During this stage children play the decisive role. They are
confronted with a number of different linguistic models (variants) and,

according to Trudgill, there is no apparent reason why they should prefer

one variant over the other. Trudgill assumes that it is a purely deterministic

process that “decides” which variants “win”, i.e. will be part of the new

variety: It is the “majority variants” that survive, i.e. demographically major-

ity forms (Trudgill 2004, 114).

3. Unmarking can as well be seen as a subcategory of levelling. The variants

that survive are, according to Trudgill, the unmarked and more regular forms

(cf. Trudgill 2004, 85).

4. Interdialect development. In the course of the building of a new variety of a

language, an interdialect develops (cf. Trudgill 2004, 86f). It is relatively stable

for some time and still contains more variants of the input dialects than will be

part of the resulting new variety. Interdialects comprise a compilation of variants

that does not exist in the same form in any of the input dialects. Three kinds of

interdialects can develop (cf. Trudgill 2004, 86f):

– A simplified dialect. The variants that make up the interdialect are simpler and

more regular than the variants of the original dialects.

– An “in-between” dialect. The interdialect can consist of variants that are in

between the variants of the original dialects phonologically, morphologically

and/or syntactically.

– A hyperadapted dialect. The interdialect is the result of hyperadaptation(s),

for example hypercorrections. Here, language users would try to use dialect

variants with a higher status and apply language rules to variants to which

they are not applied in the source dialect.

5. Reallocation happens when after the process of levelling more than one of the

competing variants “wins”, i.e. is used regularly, in the speech community.

These will be social or stylistic variants or allophones in pronunciation.

The mechanisms 1–5 can also be subsumed under the term koinéisation
(cf. Trudgill 2004, 89). When at last focussing takes place, the new-dialect for-

mation is complete.

6. Focussing finally happens when certain variants are established and when the

new dialect gains stability (cf. Trudgill 2004, 88f).

10.6.1.2 Discussion

The deterministic approach seems to bear some major traces of Keller’s invisible

hand theory of language evolution in that language change is described as
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non-teleological, cumulative and dependent on the interplay of variation and

selection (cf. Keller 2003, 195). According to Trudgill, the result of a mixture of

different variants of pronunciation is always a statistical composite (cf. Trudgill

2004, 123). This is in accordance with Nettle’s observations of language acquisi-

tion: Unconsciously, children try to learn language as accurately as possible. For

them, the optimal learning strategy is a kind of error-minimizing procedure. They

minimize the discrepancy between their own speech and the speech they hear. In

the end, such error-minimizing strategies result in children learning a statistical

composite of the speech they hear (cf. Nettle 1999, 22). It is always the majority

variants that prevails. However, a decisive point here is the question of what is

meant by “majority” – the majority of speakers or the majority of tokens of a certain

type of variant? According to Trudgill, the relevant category is the majority of

speakers (he talks about the “loss of demographically minority forms”) (Trudgill

2004, 114). He proposes that children acquire those variants in their pronunciation

that they hear from the majority of people with whom they have contact. However,

it seems more plausible to assume, like Gordon et al. (2004, 241), that the pronun-

ciation variant, of which children hear the most tokens, predominates.

This can be demonstratedwith an example, the rhotic and the non-rhotic “r”. Rhotic

“r” means that “r” is articulated in every position in a word. Non-rhotic means that “r”

is only articulated when it precedes a vowel sound, i.e. non-prevocalic “r” is not

pronounced. The standard British English accent, RP, is non-rhotic, so one does

not articulate the “r” in “car” or “cart”, for example. The standard American English

accent, General American, is rhotic, so onewould articulate the “r” in “car” and “cart”.

If Trudgill were right, children learning English who were exposed to the rhotic and

non-rhotic accent would acquire the variant that the majority of speakers use. If the

majority of the people that the children have contact with articulates “r” in all

positions, theywould acquire the rhotic accent. However, we have to take into account

that there is also intraindividual variation: one and the same speaker sometimes mixes

rhotic and non-rhotic pronunciations. As a consequence, children can hear both

variants from one and the same speaker. Which one they adopt will depend on

which is the more frequent. It will depend on the number of tokens of the rhotic

and non-rhotic accent respectively (cf. Gordon et al. 2004, 239–241).

This hypothesis can be supported by a quantitative study by Gordon et al. (2004).

It shows that 98% of first generation New Zealanders pronounced the “r” every now

and then, even if it did not precede a vowel. Consequently, they would be classified

as rhotic speakers. However, if we take a look at the total number of rhotic and non-

rhotic tokens in the corpus, the rhotic “r” only has a share of 9% (cf. Gordon et al.

2004, 241). According to Trudgill’s hypothesis, New Zealand English would have

to be a rhotic accent, as the majority of speakers use the rhotic “r”. However,

New Zealand English is a non-rhotic accent, which is the natural consequence when

we look at the number of rhotic and non-rhotic tokens: the number of rhotic tokens

at 9% is clearly outnumbered by non-rhotic tokens at 91%.

I think the mechanistic approach is important and necessary, but not sufficient as

an explanation for the development of new varieties. We also have to take socio-

linguistic approaches into account.
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10.6.2 Sociolinguistic Approaches

Sociolinguistic approaches assume that social factors, such as the prestige and

status of variants, or rather their speakers, play an important role in the development

of varieties. Labov, for example, has shown in his famous Martha’s Vineyard study

(1963) that speakers’ identification with certain social groups can influence their

pronunciation (cf. also Labov 2001). This is also the result of more recent studies.

Eckert (2000), for example, shows that young adults in Detroit use linguistic

variants of certain groups they want to be identified with. LePage and Tabouret-

Keller (1985) have described such behavior as “acts of identity”. According to

Giles’ accommodation theory (cf. Giles et al. 1991) speakers regularly change their

language to better integrate in social groups or to distance themselves from others.

Thus, it seems that it is not only the pure number of tokens of a certain variant a

child hears that determines which will survive in a new variety like New Zealand

English. In addition, the child’s relationship to the person from which she hears a

token influences whether she tends to use the variant or not, i.e. whether or not the

child feels in some way attached or attracted to the person.

Milroy’s (1980) network theory also explains why new varieties should develop

through the mixture of varieties. The development of new varieties is favored

and accelerated by loosely knit social networks. This is exactly the case in New

Zealand, due to extended mobility of the population. The immobile, “stable” part of

society is only 10% or less, according to Gordon et al. (2004, 53).

In addition, I think it is also very plausible to assume that schools had a

considerable influence on the development of the New Zealand English accent.

Around the turn of the century, schools worked against a New Zealand accent

because it was clearly influenced by Cockney English. In 1912 a special commis-

sion was founded to examine education in New Zealand, the Cohen Commission

(cf. Gordon and Deverson 1998, 23). The development of the Cockney colored New

Zealand accent was not welcome and pronunciation exercises were introduced in

New Zealand schools to overcome it and to teach the children correct RP. If schools

had not worked against the New Zealand accent that developed at the time, I think

Cockney features would feature much more prominently in the present-day New

Zealand accent.

10.6.3 Cognitive-Biological Approach

Finally, a theory about the development of a variety must also take into account

cognitive and biological aspects of language acquisition. A language cannot develop

into a totally arbitrary variety. There are restrictions regarding the acquisition of

certain variants. As Deacon puts it: “The structure of a language is under intense

selection because in its reproduction from generation to generation, it must pass

through a narrow bottleneck: children’s minds” (Deacon 1997, 110). In other words:
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which kind of language structures will be acquired in what manner depends on the

biological equipment and the cognitive processing capacity of human or, more

precisely, children’s brains. “Language operations that can be learned quickly and

easily by children will tend to get passed on to the next generation more effectively

and more intact than those that are difficult to learn” (Deacon 1997, 110). Unmarked

linguistic forms, those that are expectable and according to the rule, will therefore be

more likely acquired by children than marked forms. Language structures that are

not well adapted to children’s cognition will not survive for long.

10.7 Conclusion

Many questions remain unanswered. To reconstruct the development of New

Zealand English, an integrative approach seems to be the most promising. Neither

a purely deterministic-mechanistic approach nor a purely sociolinguistic one is

sufficient to account for the complex processes. We need both, and children’s brains

are the ultimate place where new varieties originate. Therefore, the more we learn

about children’s choices in language learning, the more we will learn about the

historical development of varieties. When we look at the development of New

Zealand English, the likeliest explanation is a multiple origin approach that

includes an account of the hybridization processes involved. In any case, New

Zealand English has developed from an “objectionable colonial dialect” (Gordon

and Deverson 1998, 23), as commentators sometimes called it at the beginning of

the twentieth century, into a variety in its own right.
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Chapter 11

From Myths and Symbols to Culture as Text:

Hybridity, Literature and American Studies

Carsten Schinko

Abstract Any interdisciplinary effort to conceptualize hybridity or hybridization

has to take into consideration potential differences between the disciplines, and

this entails not only a reflection on the term’s translation from natural into social

sciences, linguistics or the humanities, but also – within the humanities – a

recognition of the different fields of literary and cultural studies in which the

term was popularized most successfully. Thus, in the first part of my essay, I will

briefly reconstruct the emergence of American studies from its inception in the

myth and symbol school to the current attempts at dismantling and deconstructing

static conceptualizations of “America” by the so-called New Americanists.

Thriving on a strong democratic ethos from the very beginning, American studies

has aimed at a progressive political function, and hybridity is among the latest

entries in its critical vocabulary. Yet, how does the terminology, with its poststruc-

turalist affiliations, fit into such an engaged scholarly agenda? Homi K. Bhabha’s

The Location of Culture (Bhabha 1993) has had, and continues to have, a strong

impact on the academic understanding of American society, its contradictory

epistemological and political claims, as well as its underlying aesthetic conno-

tations. Comparing Bhabha’s efforts to Wolfgang Iser’s conceptualization of an

aesthetic “in-between state” (Iser 1990) in theory of aesthetic response, I will tackle

the widely-held critique that Bhabha offers an aesthetic perspective on culture

rather than a political one.

11.1 Preliminary Remarks

It is hardly more than a truism to note that Homi K. Bhabha has become one of the

leading figures of postcolonial criticism, and it can be safely assumed that by now

The Location of Culture is standard intellectual currency in most literary

departments. In this seminal contribution, as well as in his other essays, Bhabha

tries to give contours to what he calls the “hybridity” of the “Third Space,” or an

“in-between state”, terms suggesting that all too firm distinctions like West vs East,

P.W. Stockhammer (ed.), Conceptualizing Cultural Hybridization,
Transcultural Research – Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-21846-0_11, # Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2012
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oppressor vs oppressed have ceased to live up to the complexity of a globalized

modernity with its steady flows of information and migration. Given his disin-

clination to binary thought, Bhabha strongly distinguishes between a multicultural

diversity (in which two or more camps can be distinguished as self-sufficient

entities), and a far more complex transculturality.The terms he uses to describe

transcultural phenomena, most notably hybridity, have strongly altered the aca-

demic understanding of national belonging.

If we set out to conceptualize hybridity or hybridization in an interdisciplinary

effort, as the editor of this volume asks us to do, one of the first and obvious tasks is to

pin down potential differences between the disciplines that might block the desired

transfer of knowledge. Such an identification of problems will need to be concerned

not only with the oft-mentioned (metaphorical) borrowing between the “two

cultures” (C.P. Snow), in which a biological terminology has been transferred to

the social sciences and the humanities. But even within the humanities, most notably

the literary studies departments in which the term took hold most successfully, there

are distinct institutional traditions and conventions leading to a remarkable variance

in appropriating and embracing hybridity. My own discipline, American studies,

was fertile ground for using and disseminating the term, and while the consistent

reference to a work like Homi K. Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (Bhabha 1993)
is hardly a unique phenomenon, the promise of hybridity, its academic appeal, will

have to be scrutinized against the background of the specific self-descriptions and

patterns of expectations that are, implicitly or explicitly, at work in this distinct

scholarly field. Therefore, I will begin with a rough sketch of my discipline.

Delineating the strong “democratic ethos” (Bergthaller and Schinko 2010), i.e.

the regulating ideal of an engaged scholar-citizen, I will offer a brief overview of its

academic history from the point of view of someone working mostly in American

literary studies (as opposed to, say, a historian working in that field).1 This quali-

fication is of importance because hybridity has fared especially well in literary

studies departments after the cultural turn. And there is a reason for this unique

commitment, of course, as I will argue later, when comparing Homi K. Bhabha’s

notion of hybridity – along with its neighboring concepts – with Wolfgang Iser’s

literary theory in which an “in-between state” (Iser 1990, 953) is also discussed,

albeit as an aesthetic element within the reader’s reception. This, however, brings in

a further qualification, as hybridity has been adopted in English-speaking countries

with strong affinities to cultural studies, whereas in Germany these openly poli-

ticized interventions have had to compete with the more sober, disengaged form of

1 Even though there are interdisciplinary departments like the John F. Kennedy-institute at the FU

Berlin that bring in the expertise of different fields, offering their students a varied curricula,

American studies by and large is dominated by literary and cultural studies today. Historians

specializing in US American history do have a hard time qualifying for jobs in either American

studies or history departments, as the former, at least in Germany, tend to focus on aesthetic

communications that cannot be neatly reduced to a historical interpretations, whereas history

departments seem to be skeptical about this specialization. It is institutional realities like these that

will have to be kept in mind in order to not lapse into a blind celebration of interdisciplinarity.
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Kulturwissenschaften. It is here, too, that aesthetic considerations have continued to
influence scholarship, whereas in U.S. academia the success story of cultural

studies more often than not involved a discrediting of aesthetics.2 For a German
scholar working in American studies, this results in a different shading to the

institutional evolution of my field. And if this binarism is an all-too-neat oversim-

plification, it nevertheless captures what I take to be a helpful heuristics for the

specific academic atmospheres in which critical vocabularies flourish.3

11.2 American Studies, or the Roads to Hybridity

American studies emerged in the 1930s when literary scholars and historians tried

to overcome the limitations of their respective disciplines in order to tackle the

assumed uniqueness of “American” culture.4 Even in these first tentative efforts,

one can spot the interdisciplinary leanings of a field which can be considered an

early instance of cultural studies, not only for its aversion to ideas of aesthetic

autonomy and acceptance of popular culture but, even more importantly, in its

engaged mode of criticism.5 Not only were those early scholars eager to work

2A simple indicator for this tendency is the absence of any real aesthetic criteria in the influential

reader Critical Terms for Literary Studies, which features entries for race, class, and gender. Apart
from the difficulties of defining terms like “art” or “literature”, this lacuna is owed to the fact that

questions of aesthetics in cultural criticism have been reduced to the normative value they seem to

transport. Art, then, would be nothing but a symptom for boundary maintenance, a representation of

(upper-) middle-class decorum. Instead of an aesthetic experience in its own right, there is a return to

a collective expressivist line of thought. Alternatively, art and literature are seen as merely another

social site of interpellation or subject-constitution. This, as Fluck (Fluck 2002, 84) explains, is the

logic behind “representation” as key concept, “the most neutral, the most ‘dehierachized’ term one

can find to describe the form in which the object (and its ideology) appear.”
3 In fact, instead of heuristically distinguishing two alternatives, one could read this fuzzy institu-

tional atmosphere as an instance of institutional hybridization. See Schinko (2007) for further

thoughts on this institutional complexity.
4 I am well aware of the problematic notion of “America” here, when the reference is solely to the

United States. The reason I stick to this politically incorrect labeling is (a) because it is maintained

by scholars even when they would criticize US policies or mentalities, and (b) because it is, as

semantics and iconography, part of the popular appeal. And “America” is evoked in the founding

documents of the discipline, e.g. the early three-volume studyMain Currents in American Thought
(1927–30) by historian Vernon Parrington, or Constance Rourke’s American Humor. A Study of
the American Character (1931).
5 This engaged criticism is one of the reasons cultural studies has been received with quite some

delay and reservation in Germany. Here, as Aleida Assmann (1999) argues, the more sober

Kulturwissenschaften reacted to the co-optation of scholars in the Third Reich. Seeking to “cool

rather than ignite, they ward off rather than encourage political action” – a “barrier against fatal

politicization” (91). Evidently, the cultivation of disengagement is a form of engagement in its

own right, e.g. one that accepts functional differentiation, and the semi-autonomy of academic

discourses, and thus follows a different route where processes of democratization are concerned.
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towards a critical understanding of the political and social dynamics, they were, as

G€unter Lenz (2002) points out, also trying to combine the roles of the scholar and

the citizen. According to this self-description, Americanist scholarship should not

only reflect American democracy, it should contribute to the further implementa-

tion of democracy – it should be democratic in its performativity. “As students and

scholars of American studies,” Alice Kessler-Harris writes, “we are called on to

engage in, to facilitate, the conversation that occurs in the public marketplace by

ensuring the perpetuation of a processual notion of America.” (Kessler-Harris 1992,

311) Here, Kessler-Harris seems to imply that Americanists should act as wardens

of the public sphere; their role is not merely that of analysts of democratic culture,

nor even of simple participants, but as ‘facilitators’ they have the responsibility to

uphold the rules of the ongoing conversation that is American democracy.

Without a doubt, a lot has changed in americanists’ self-understanding during

the on-going institutionalization of the discipline, and still, this democratic ethos

has continued to be a decisive driving force, even though one will find great

variance in its manifestations, i.e. in the way society has been conceived, the way

its ills have been diagnosed, and in the prescription of the right cures at different

stages, from the optimistic egalitarian spirit of early instances to the ideology

critical, yet still somehow inclusion-oriented reformist revisionism, to the breath-

takingly dark visions of the currently dominating New Americanists. Despite the

(semi-)autonomy of scholarship, these manifestations can (and have to) be contex-

tualized. If the VietnamWar has had a great impact, the New Americanists’ gloomy

vision might have reached its peak with George W. Bush’s second presidency.

11.2.1 Genealogies and Changing Self-descriptions

Early efforts notwithstanding, the actual institutionalization of American studies

at universities such as Yale, Minnesota, Harvard, and Pennsylvania began in the

1950s with the so-called myth and symbol school. Henry Nash Smith, Leo Marx

and others tried to capture what can be called the imaginary substratum of the
American experience. The emphasis is on the one, sharable experience, and need-

less to say, this holistic view of “American culture, past and present, as a whole”

(Smith 1957) met with severe criticism later on for its reluctance to face difference

in what can be considered American culture, for its conception of culture, commu-

nity and belonging, and for its imaginary investment in what Bhabha calls the “fixed

horizontal nation-space” (Bhabha 1993, 142). Indeed, monographs like Smith’s The
Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950), R.W.B. Lewis’s The
American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century
(1955) or Marx’s The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in
America (1964) drew on cultural, political and most of all unifying myths, which, in

their assumed integrationist drift, marginalized and excluded non-mainstream

experiences. One of the consequences of this quest for key national symbols and

narrations of the nation was that this scholarly effort helped to establish a canon of
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classicalAmerican literature, a set of books that today is – with mild irony by some,

rather scornfully by others – labeled the canon of dead white protestant males. In

their attempt to craft a public criticism that would help ameliorate American

democracy, these scholars, mostly left liberals, were not really interested in a con-

sistent theoretical framework, even though questions about the right methods of

studying “America” had been discussed at an early stage (e.g. Smith 1957).

In the late 1960s, “a deep crisis” overshadowed the discipline the agenda of

which was considered “intellectually bankrupt, politically reactionary, a hand-

maiden of American imperialism during the Cold War era” (Lenz 2002, 461).

Coming into full force in the 1970s and early 1980s the reformist optimism of the

myth and symbol school became the target for consistent criticism, for its idea of

conflict-free consensus, for its imaginary homogeneity, for its chauvinism in the

name of “America” and the perpetuation of an Exceptionalist rhetoric, a rhetoric

that saw the US not merely as one nation among others but as the guiding light in its

democratic potential.6 In a nutshell, American Exceptionalism suggests that moder-

nity reaches its peak on US American soil, and that it is here, in this Puritan version

of a “New Jerusalem”, that the global future can first and legitimately be glimpsed,

and, as a consequence, “America” must serve as the guiding light for the rest

of the world. The chauvinism of this mythic self-conception and the narrations it

engenders was scrutinized by the next generation of scholars. Works like Ideology
and Classic American Literature, a seminal contribution edited by Sacvan

Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen, has “redefined myth as ideology” and paved the

way for “a variety of politically oriented revisionist approaches” (Fluck 2009, 3).

Moreover, with the emergence of new social movements and political collectives,

a turn to identity politics could be observed, a decisive change in the political

imaginary that would soon result in the by now familiar multicultural politics of

recognition (cf. Taylor 1992). The general drift towards multiculturalism impacted

on the scholarly endeavors, too. The focus was now on national diversity rather than

unity and on cultural dissent rather than consensus, even though dissent was regarded

as part of the innate consensus-orientation in the US imaginary, the Rites of Assent
(Bercovitch 1993) that rendered contradicting voices impotent. It is with the revi-

sionist movement that ideology critique supplanted the absence of a coherent

theoretical framework,7 thus semantics (ideology; dissent) and the shift towards

academic autonomy (theoretical reflection) signal drastic change. But still, the

promise of “America” was not completely abrogated but rather multiplied, and the

idea of a container-like national culture integrating its citizens continued, albeit in a

pluralized, more complex sense. The canonization of formerly unheard and

marginalized voices that followed the “deconstruction” of the “American” canon,

gave way to a more prismatic view of United States literary culture. In other words,

6 The religious overtones in this rhetoric cannot be missed, and in almost every single inauguration

speech of American Presidents one of the key metaphors will re-emerge: the “City Upon a Hill”

that Puritan settler John Winthrop projected.
7 The seminal work here is Bercovitch and Jehlen (1986).
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there might be different perspectives from which to assess “America” – now

transformed into a hyphen-nation of many cultures (African-American, Asian-

American etc.) – but these cultural collectivities still share a strong sense of nation-

hood. Formerly imagined as a melting pot, the e pluribus unum motto gave way to

newmetaphors for national cohesion with “America” now reconceived “as a cultural

mosaic, of separate pieces with hard, well-defined edges.” (Hannerz 1992, 218)

While much of revisionist criticism and especially multiculturalist identity

politics still cling to a notion of American culture, however diversified this notion

might be, the poststructuralist criticism of more recent academic factions tried to

overcome the impasses of spatial metaphors of national or cultural containment.

The New Americanists, dominating American studies in the US since the 1990s,

took issue with the “over-integrated conceptions of culture” (Gilroy 1993, 2). These

concepts are rejected because they portray people as thoroughly integrated into a

culture (even if that culture might contain diversity); and culture, in turn almost

unambiguously provides those who belong for orientation: culture, according to this

now criticized train of thought, suggests stability as a symbolic horizon that

encompasses and shapes our perceptions, our actions, our ways of world-making,

and it is such a strong force for the very fact that it remains in the background of our

everyday-life agency. As Armin Nassehi (2008) succinctly puts it, culture is often

theorized as a kind of “invisible algorithm” (148) structuring social life. Culture,

conceived as such an algorithm, is logically prior to individual or collective action

“otherwise it could not serve as foundation for these actions. Therefore, one can

then take everything we do [. . .] as a result of culture, and such a conceptualization
of culture in turn points to the fact that every action takes place in a previously

interpreted world, in which some possibilities are more probable than others.” (148;

my translation)

To some extent, poststructuralist interventions seem to share the idea of an

invisible algorithm that informs and even controls our perceptions, thoughts, and

actions. What sets concepts like Foucauldian panopticism or Derridean logocen-

trism apart from the integrationist train of thought, however, is their severe attack

on the identity model of culture and the holism it necessitates. Instead of one

American culture, or its mere pluralization into a neat multicultural diversity,

poststructuralist scholars put emphasis on the shiftiness of concepts such as culture

or nation. Highlighting the inherent difference in this (or any other) identitarian

term, “America,” after these critical interventions, is seen as a contested field, a

discursively created label at best, a field, moreover, that has to be conceptualized

transnationally. The story behind this genealogy depicts a turn from what Leo Marx

has called the divide which sets a reform-oriented “Believing in America” (2003)

apart from a disenchanted version of “America” increasingly denying the existence

of reform potentials. New Americanists have abdicated reformism to such an extent

that some of their critics have chastised their scholarly agenda as “Anti-American

Studies” (Wolfe 2003), and while this charge is highly dubious because of its

alarming political implications – e.g. the recent silencing of critical voices in the

discussion of the “War on Terror” – it points to the almost claustrophobic vision in

many of these scholarly texts. According to these interpretations, the United States
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is nothing but an evil force, and the possibility of real difference almost an illusion.

In cultural studies fashion, the task then is to work against all odds, unearthing the

last remaining sites of resistance against a hegemonial force whose nationalist

containment and imperialist greed is getting worse by the day.8 In this situation,

hybridity offers a welcome perspective of minimal hope, pointing as it does to the

necessary failures of (symbolic) control, the impasses in assigning fixed identities,

and the agency that these imperfections of power engender. If power, as post-

structuralists believe, needs to perpetually reconfirm its grasp on singularities,

addressing and subjecting them into contingent forms of identity, then one of the

promising models for resisting containment is playing with these assigned

identities, with the semantics and iconographies circulating in society. Instead of

simply adopting the labels and adhering to the patterns of expectations, a more

ironic mode of crafting an identity is enabled by the need to iterate the political

grasp on individuals. Hybridity, then, is both an acknowledgement of the inherent

non-purity of any “culture” and, in a more political register, its inherent failure to

fully control individuals. This lack, in poststructuralist thought, promises a (how-

ever vague) sense of empowerment. Seen from the side of the agents, it is also a

potential strategy of self-fashioning.9 If, as Bhabha argues, colonial governmen-

tality and similar power structures by necessity will produce ambivalence, then a

“sly civility” causes irritation in its “refusal to satisfy the colonizer’s narrative

demand” (99) and a potential form of resistance.

11.2.2 Aesthetic Continuities

Highlighting the discontinuities between the different stages, the account of Amer-

ican studies presented above might is certainly not without peers. An alternative

reading of the discipline’s historical development has been proposed by Winfried

Fluck (2003), professor at the JFK institute in Berlin, who not only questions the

rather hyperbolic political critique but, by focusing on the underlying aesthetic

assumptions, is able to spot continuities within American studies in its interpreta-

tional practices. Fluck avoids the scathing commentary on the myth and symbol

school, but tries to find out what these critics actually do when reading texts. Instead

8 This is, of course, not to deny that imperialism and nationalism continue to be a problem that

needs to be addressed. The question, however, is how to address these phenomena both on

epistemological and stylistic levels. Urs St€aheli has made one of the most promising attempts,

offering poststructuralist re-readings of systems theory, e.g. St€aheli (1998).
9 I am using these terms – irony, self-fashioning – for their playful connotations; it is exactly the

accusation of a certain light-heartedness that Bhabha has had to face from the beginning of his

intellectual career. Obviously, it is a general charge against poststructuralist politics and ethics

whose reliance on performance and textualism will have to irritate materialists and idealists alike.

However, the fact that Bhabha is interested in both a description of the postcolonial situation and a

more normative form of engaged criticism has raised the stakes in his writings,.
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of taking scholarly self-descriptions at face value, he reads the semanticization of

“American identity” against the grain by observing an aesthetic sensibility at work.

It is a sensibility connected to a distinct understanding of “modernity” and

America’s place in it: while the texts they eagerly helped to canonize could be

later read for the myths they contained, it is the aesthetic experience of reading

itself that Fluck tries to recover. Modern literature enables a doubleness of aesthetic

signification. A double meaning at play within the texts is scrutinized in the

interpretations of the myth and symbol school, and to Fluck it is this doubling

which links critics like Marx or Smith to their European counterparts, most notably

the Frankfurt School, as here, too, a core of aesthetic experience is set against the

grasp of modern rationality and the dialectics of enlightenment. This is an acknowl-

edgement of the more downbeat discourses on modernity at large that are lost when

the focus is solely on their conceptualization of “America” and the promises of

progress it holds. It is an acknowledgement, one should add, that tries to embed the

concept of “culture” in the context of a more encompassing social dynamic. Later,

during the so-called cultural turn, the term will often lack this contextualization,

treating “culture” more or less synonymously with “society”.

American literature, formerly belittled as lacking the erudition of its European

counterpart, is redefined as truly modern, Fluck argues, and while he grants that

there is an implicit affirmation of the United States in times of the Cold War in the

myth and symbol school’s agenda, his emphasis is on a decisive “literature of

negation” inherent in their criticism rather than on the self-congratulatory gestures

in the name of “America”. Seen from this angle, the myth and symbol school’s

interpretation of literature is informed by a basic logic that sets apart a surface level

from a deeper level of meaning:

“One level, the narrative surface, reflects, in its bland optimism and lack of a critical

perspective, the instrumentalization of reason in modernity, while a second, underlying

level of meaning provides a resource – in fact, the only remaining resource – for negating

this reductionist version of progress.” (Fluck 2003, 67)

The actual workings of the texts aim at – or at least include – a certain non-

identity, even if one can easily detect a tendency towards “identity” in the recon-

struction of binding American myths and symbols. It is an experience that has the

power to subvert, counter, or irritate the putative naivety of the myths and symbols

that are structuring and making coherent the narration of the nation. Fictionality in

itself is the core element here, and it seems to bring into existence an in-between

state of its own, as the text oscillates between surface and depth, and we, the

readers, experience this phenomenon while reading fiction. Fluck, who expands

Wolfgang Iser’s reception theoretical arguments for American studies, insists on a

recognition of aesthetic experience, and he is right to recognize consistent waning

of literary sensibilities in American studies, and, more generally, in cultural studies

at large. For the myth and symbol school the “heroes” of their narrative were the

representative authors – though only a certain segment of American writers was

considered – who would provide a complex and rich core experience in their

carefully crafted literary texts. This aesthetic potentiality is already diminished in
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the multiculturalist scholarship to a considerable degree. Literature continues to be

an important field of study, one should hasten to add, yet the texts in question are

evaluated for their (multi)cultural expressivity, thus privileging identity (of a

collective experience). The focus is not so much on the experience of reading, i.e.

on the textual play or the way it activates and is activated by the reader, but on the

work as a sign of cultural belonging. If, in other words, critics are able to recon-

struct, say, a black literary tradition, their aim is less to see how the respective texts

that form this tradition actually work (in a phenomenological, aesthetic, etc. sense),

but rather it is a means to a different end – an important claim in the politics of

recognition. The text under scrutiny is made safe, somehow, for it is approached as

already read. Instead of a more contingent outcome of the communication that

would highlight the experience of aesthetic otherness, its function has been pre-

designed: it exists either to propel a sense of belonging to a formerly suppressed

group, or to dismantle the ideological suppression of marginalized identities. The

“heroes” of this revisionist stage are the movements themselves, the new collective

social agents that have changed political semantics.

In the ideology critique of the revisionists, aesthetic difference is questioned, and

the artwork’s status as potent adversary force is put into doubt, as art “can no more

transcend ideology than an artist’s mind can transcend psychology.” (Bercovitch

1993, 360) The choice between literature and politics, between aesthetic success

and ideological containment that structured the argumentation of myth and symbol

scholarship, has been dismantled as ideological in itself. Even here, however, a

certain privilege of literature is maintained: the ambiguities of language that allow

us to read critically, to read against the grain, and that make literature a resource for

such a second-order observation are embraced by the revistionists after all. Key

authors like Nathaniel Hawthorne, were still attractive to them, although the interest

in their works has changed, for “if there is no longer any ontological difference

between art and ideology, then ambiguity might also have an ideological function,

and an ideal object of demonstration must be Hawthorne, to which revisionist

critics therefore returned again and again in order to show that, in the words of

Bercovitch, Hawthorne uses representational modes like ambiguity to absorb and

refashion ‘the radical energies of history’” (Fluck 2009, 5).

With the New Americanists, this concern for aesthetic experiences has been

almost cancelled. Literature (or any other aesthetic object or research) is reduced to

what Fluck calls “systemic power effects” within a discursive regime that forms the

paradigm of modern society. Fluck writes, “In a system, in which the manifestation

of power, racism, or imperialism is everywhere, that is, both ‘inside’ the text and

‘outside’ of it, there can be no difference between text and ideological system.

Instead of non-identity, the literary text is characterized by a negative identity in

which an ‘absent cause’, pervading and marking all aspects of the system, is

reproduced. As a result of this conflation of inside and outside and the radical

rejection of the negating potential of literature linked with it, all fictionalizing acts

and forms of aesthetic experience can function only as sources of systemic contain-

ment.” (Fluck 2000, 198)
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In short, what Fluck misses, and rightly so, is the recognition of the specificity of

aesthetic negativity and the experiences that literary texts possibly invite and

trigger. In fact, if evoked at all, questions of aesthetics in cultural studies are mostly

reduced to normative ideas of beauty, and are at best criticized for their normalizing

function. While these perspectives are important aspects and should continue to be

elements of critical scholarship, communication through works of art might not be

fully grasped by simple allegiance to “representation” and “ideology”. Nor, one

should add, by concepts of interpellation (Althusser 1971) or subjection (Butler

1997) that fail to recognize different modalities of in- or exclusion, different social

realms and institutionalized patterns of expectations (art, politics, law, etc.), and

different social situations. It does make a difference, for example, whether a

cultural contact zone is based on the fleeting nature of spoken language or on a

printed text; it is important to know whether the cultural management of difference

emerges in momentary interactions or in an organization with attributable roles.

(Huck and Schinko, forthcoming)

This, however, seems exactly what has happened to the textualization of culture

as encompassing discourse, a textualization that overburdens “culture”, a term

lacking a conceptual other (e.g. “media” or “society”) against which it could be

defined. The success story of hybridity within American studies, then, can be

measured against conventionalized patterns of expectations within this discipline.

It reintegrates the observation of complexity. Thus, a structural equivalent to

aesthetic sensibility is recovered in a different realm, culture, a now textualized

field that has been de-limited in transnational, or even post-national or non-national

American studies, opening up almost endless perspectives and contexts. And, as

Fluck elaborates, the basic impulse to set a non-identity apart from identitarian

power games in the name of “America” still holds true – a diversity conceived of as

difference, a form of hybridity that opens up a Third Space that counters both

cultural monocentrism and relativism. Diversity, Fluck argues,

“is designed to counter the ideological hold of the idea of America, and this hold can only

be undermined by non-identity. Difference is thus of interest only if it constitutes genuine

otherness. Only then can it successfully fulfill its two main promises: to open up a space

outside of the ideological hold of the center and to create multiple, flexible identities – and

thus, the seemingly philosophically impossible, a positive non-identity. When diversity is

defined as difference and difference as unbridgeable otherness, it can become the real test

for how far America is willing to go in the realization of its utopian promises. Recent

developments – most notably animal studies, disability studies, and transnational studies –

all provide logical extensions of this idea of diversity and its claim for a full recognition of

otherness” (Fluck 2009, 6f.).

The dynamics I have described so far help understand the function of hybridity

within American studies practices. The discipline’s political imaginary starts out

with a belief in reformism, in an attempt to ameliorate American democracy. It is

story of real self-critical progress, and its main “heroes” or privileged agents for

resistance are Anglo-American writers (even though this, in fact, is open to all and

has been supplemented by an occasional, say, black author). This gives way to a

political radicalization that is soon turned into a multicultural promise of inclusion
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with new privileged agents, e.g. African-American writers. Finally, a darker vision,

often claustrophobic, emerges; it calls forth a hybrid America as a minimal chance

of resistance against the “tenacious grasp” of American Exceptionalism (and its

idea of progress, and its holistic cultural unity) the invocation of a hybrid America.

Here, any notion of a national culture is at odds with the interests of the critics who

seek to discredit the idea of cultural coherence or identity. Culture is now conceived

of as a total force, a systemic effect that controls the individual and his capacities

for reflection. Hybridity is the term best suited to meet this minimal resistance

against such a total force. While the term already had a subversive function in Homi

K. Bhabha’s work, this political impact has been reformulated within American

studies and its democratic self-description.

Hyperbolically speaking, hybridity is the answer to the institutional problem of

what to do as a literary critic trained in a certain form of reading practices, which

have severely fallen into discredit with the cultural turn. Ambivalence, indetermi-

nacy, ambiguity – these terms are re-integrated into the critical register without

falling under the now dubious rubric, “aesthetics.” As part of a cultural enunciation,

they are interesting for their promise of resistance. Whether they want to or not,

scholars working in literary studies have to qualify by proving their expertise in

reading complex texts, and culture, which is by now considered to be a “text”,

offers ample possibilities. This, of course, is an institutional argument rather than an

epistemological one. I am certainly not suggesting that cultural dynamics fail to

perplex us (they do not), nor that hybridity or hybridization are bad concepts (they

are not), nor that culture is far less complex than current scholarship would like it to

be (it is not). It does, however, remind us of the surprisingly strong ties between

aesthetic concerns and the notions of hybridity, as employed in contemporary

cultural studies.

11.3 The Dislocation of Culture, or Acts of Reading

11.3.1 The Politics of Poststructuralist Postcolonialism

In Bhabha’s transcultural theory, the designated roles between “us” and “them” are

unsettled, and this unfixing is theoretically linked to the distinction between signi-

fier and signified in poststructuralist thought. Consequently,

“the production of meaning requires that these two places be mobilized in the passage

through a Third Space, which represents both the general condition of language and the

specific implication of the utterance in a performative and institutional strategy of which it

cannot ‘in itself’ be conscious” (Bhabha 1993, 36).

Signification, we learn, invalidates neat binarisms and the promises of spatial

distance they carry, and this inherent deconstruction has repercussions on how we

define identity and belonging, self and other. It is this re-reading of the postcolonial

situation that sets The Location of Culture apart from earlier classics of the field
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that tend to juxtapose the West with the rest more patently, e.g. Edward Said’s

Orientalism and its interpretation of imperialism that focuses on “the practice, the

theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant

territory” (1978, 8). Bhabha reflects the increase in actual everyday interactions

between people from different backgrounds and the protagonists of his theory are

exactly those immigrants who, voluntary or not, are “in the West, not of it”. Thus,

by taking note of the multiple contact zones his theory recognizes the complexity of

the ensuing transactions in these emergent spaces.

In Bhabha’s writings, semiotics is reconceived as performance, as cultural

enunciation that by necessity disqualifies authority in the postcolonial setting. If

the practice of signification turns out to be ambivalent at best, then this poststruc-

turalist re-reading of linguistics will have repercussions on claims of mastering the

inherent symbolic fuzziness in a culture defined as “activity of articulation” opera-

tive “at the level of the sign.” (1993, 247) As this symbolic activity is located in the

multifarious postcolonial contact zones, Bhabha can conceive of politics as “a

discursive event.” (23) This textualization of contact allows him to model cultural

performance in the same way Derrida has temporalized structuralism: “The reason a

cultural text or system of meaning cannot be sufficient unto itself is that the act

of cultural enunciation–‘the place of utterance’–is crossed by the ‘différance’ of

writing” (36). Following this logic of a dynamic process, cultural meanings are

shifting because signifier and signified are never stable, never matching, endlessly

slipping, and in the same way there is a “time-lag” (194) inherent in any articulation.

As ThomasW€agenbaur (2000) lucidly argues, Bhabha’s “postcolonial poststruc-
turalism [. . .] aligns theory with literature and his ‘Commitment to Theory’ to

political practice.” (113) While not necessarily unsympathetic to such an agenda,

W€agenbaur sketches some of the “blind spots in Bhabha’s theoretical design”, and

shows that The Location of Culture is very much indebted to a set of aesthetic key

concepts: the time-lag, to him, “recalls the topos of epiphany. [. . .] It is the

performative moment between two representations and to Bhabha it means

‘enlightenment’. The Third Space is ‘unrepresentable in itself’”. Yet, this celebra-

tory embrace of the moment of indecision is problematic to W€agenbaur, who
correctly asks: “How is ‘history’ supposed to happen in a moment? If you have

time-lag you only have moments, if you have history you don’t have time-lag.”

(113) In addition, he reminds us that the “negotiation” of the “In-Between” – the

moment of performativity in any given cultural situation – more than anything

“recalls the rhetorics of liberalist economics” (113), a vocabulary that, given these

affinities, falls strikingly short of Bhabha’s goal to subvert Western idioms by

identifying the differences within (the West or any other culture conceived as

closed Kulturkreis). According to W€agenbaur, these blind spots present “the inevi-

table failure of discourse”, e.g. the meaning production in political communication,

whereas they “usually constitute the success of the literary text.” (114) In literature

we do not merely accept but – voluntarily experiencing the complexities of the text

over and over again – hold dear the simultaneity, oscillation of meanings and

references that Bhabha locates as seminal instances of postcolonial contact. Despite

the diversity of aesthetic programs (e.g. realist or modernist, etc.), we negotiate the
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richness of metaphors and allusions when reading literature; in contrast, even

though we might read political speeches against the grain, for example, its

communicational logic does not seem to be identical to the ways of literary

communication.10

11.3.2 In-Between Politics and Aesthetics

Time and again, Bhabha has insisted on the fundamentally political nature of his

critical project and the ethical agenda of his writing. Then again, almost as often he

has been condemned for aestheticizing urgent political issues. It is here, in the

strange and difficult mix of politics and aesthetics, that a comparison between

Bhabha’s project and Wolfgang Iser’s theory of aesthetic response might help to

assess this ambivalence. Both the postcolonial critic and the literary theorist refer

to an “in-between state”, a Third Space where meaning is fuzzy, structures are

temporalized (although in non-linear fashion), and perceptions of identity (self and

other) oscillate.

To recapitulate: at the heart of Bhabha’s project one will find a postcolonial

semiosis in which problems of transcultural difference (strictly opposed to multi-

cultural diversity) are described as translational processes. This translation is needed

as we are lacking the resources to come to terms with the enigmatic state of current

society. However, it is not a “successful” translation, as meaning can never be

(finally) fixed. Or, to put it differently, it is successful in its failure to come to terms

with the cultural enigma that is the postcolonial situation, of a self always infected

with otherness. Non-translatability and unreadability, are therefore reconfigured as a

form of agency. It is an agency, however, not in any intentional sense, as completely

planned activity, not in a humanist sense, starting with a firm subjectivity, but rather

an opening of possibilities in the realm of socio-political signification. It takes place

in a hegemonial social space that seems to have established binary thought the

consequences of which are strict in- and exclusions: e.g. West vs East, male vs

female, etc. Here, into these structures of power ambivalence must be reinserted, if

the binary order and the narratives it triggers are to be irritated. To reach this goal

alternatives to the linear histories of nationhood and national culture have to be

proposed. According to Bhabha, this quest for alternative temporalities disables the

10 See Niklas Luhmann (2000b), who argues that the function of the political system is the

production of collectively binding decisions. Even if this seems to be a narrow functional view

that could be supplemented by other functions, e.g. the production of visible collectives (Nassehi

2002), one should refrain from reducing literature to politics. The very fact that there still is no

convincing definition of “literature” might confirm this finding. We simply lack a meta-language

for this rather unique language use, i.e. we cannot pinpoint the uniqueness of this mode of

language use successfully and are at a loss when trying to grasp its social function.
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reliance on traditional dialectial thought, too. There is no sublation or absorption of

the particular by the general, as the critic makes clear:

“Reconstituting the discourse of cultural difference demands more than a simple change of

cultural contents and symbols, for a replacement within the same representational time

frame is never adequate. This reconstitution requires a radical revision of the social

temporality in which emergent histories may be written: the rearticulation of the ‘sign’ in

which cultural identities may be inscribed. [. . .] Such ‘indeterminism’ is the mark of the

conflictual yet productive space in which the arbitrariness of the sign of cultural significa-

tion emerges within the regulated boundaries of social discourse.” (1992, 46–47)

Conventional sites of articulation, such as parliamentary politics or state-of-the

art political commentary, are hardly appropriate for the task Bhabha assigns, and

yet, it is in the regulated boundaries of social discourses that one needs to do justice

to the experiences in the West, not of it. It is quite characteristic for his, at times

quite opaque, style that Bhabha refrains from spelling out these boundaries. The

passepartout word “culture” seems to embrace all forms of contact and communi-

cation, and this openness is keys to the accusation of aestheticization. Bhabha

himself disapproves of such a reading: “The undecidability of discourse is not to

be read as the ‘excess of the signifier, as an aestheticization of the formal arbitrari-

ness of the sign” (1992, 50). Aporia, ambivalence, indeterminacy – all of these

concepts, as part of a culturalized politics of difference, are taken “outside object
d’art or beyond the canonization of the ‘Idea’ of aesthetics”; as such these phe-

nomena “engage with culture as an uneven, incomplete production of meaning and

value, often composed of incommensurable demands and practices, and produced

in the act of survival.” (47)

One can happily accept Bhabha’s emphasis on suffering and survival, and the

necessity to come to terms with these (post)colonial perspectives. Still – and here I

want to come back to literature’s potential – how far does his invocation of

hybridity feed on a notion of aesthetic negativity? What is the relation of culture,

as conceived by Bhabha, to a theory of literature as proposed by Iser, who at times

uses a quite similar terminology? Once contrasted with Iser, we can ask Bhabha

about the location (and locatability) of cultural hybridity. For, if we refrain from

understanding culture simply as “a symbolic textuality” (Bhabha 1992, 47) which is

not further conceptually refined, we run the risk of doing what Bhabha himself does

when he skips from a diagnosis of hybridity as almost empirical postcolonial

phenomenon (as opposed to a contingent construction of an scholarly observer) to

an invocation of “the ethical right to signify” (49) a bit too swiftly. Despite the

legitimacy of such calls, a delimitation of culture as text-tropes – informed by

media theory and sociology – seems to be a much-needed task in current scholar-

ship, because it matters if we are talking about interactions, organizations, or

function systems, about fleeting face-to-face interactions or the processing of

texts that are archived and can be re-read, etc.

Literature is the name we have given to one specific way of textual communica-

tion, and it is a most nebulous term. Bhabha himself makes use of literary texts,

mostly modernist or postmodernist in design. These highly complex texts force us to

slow down our understanding, bringing “normal” communication to a halt, forcing
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us gently to experience the simultaneity and oscillation of meaning. Here, in the

process of reading literature, we are “in-between”, too. “The basic characteristic of

this space ‘in-between’” Winfried Fluck reasons, “is that it is a state between either/

or positions, never identical with any of them, but, instead, always moving between

them.” (180f) Cited approvingly by Fluck, Wolfgang Iser further elaborates: “The

resultant dynamic oscillation between the two ensures that their old meanings now

become potential sources for new ones. It is such transformations that give rise to the

aesthetic dimension of the text, for what had long seemed closed is now opened up

again.” (Iser, qtd. in Fluck 181) Taking up this lead, Fluck further refines Iser’s

argument, revealing striking similarities to Bhabha’s reading of postcolonial

enunciation: “This space in-between should not be understood as a dialectical

synthesis, however, that is, as creation of a ‘third’ position in which the first position

and its negation are reconciliated. It is a halfway state that is, by definition, not a

position, because it can only be conceptualized as an interplay between its

constituents.” (181) Or, in another quote from Iser’s early reflections: “Reconcilia-

tion was not a dialectic movement toward synthesis; it was, rather, an interaction of

opposites, a telescoping of incompatibles.” (qtd. in Fluck 2000, 39)11

For all these similarities, the differences between the two thinkers should not

be downplayed. The oscillation of meaning that Bhabha attributes to culture in a

postcolonial context is turned into the dynamic playfulness of the literary text in

Iser’s theory. As with any text, however, it needs a reader to be actualized, i.e. to

make its sheer potentiality come to life. Best known for his theory of aesthetic

response established in seminal contributions such as The Act of Reading (1978),

Iser is interested in a phenomenology of reading that pays tribute to both the text at

hand and the reading subjectivity. Unlike the strictly response-oriented critics, he

tracks an “implied reader” at this stage of his career, a reader that is generated by

the blanks of the text in question, gaps of meaning the reader needs to fill in. In

short, it is a virtual Third Space between text and reader that emerges in the process

of reception, and it is in this process that given meanings, and, more importantly

even, cultural conventions of meaning making are de-stabilized.12 Not completely

determined by the text, nor an idiosyncratic construction, the meaning of literature

stems from the indeterminacy of an interaction between the textual offer and the

reader, heuristically conceptualized as empty subjectivity at first, i.e. beyond

cultural differences. Most importantly, however, the openness of literature has a

distinct temporal dimension. Iser knows all too well that any reading will end and

become a ‘having-read’, that the oscillation of meaning – certainly part of the thrill

11 If Bhabha insists on the engaged mode of his criticism, Iser’s literary theory, according to Fluck,

is not “a flight from commitment, therefore, but quite the contrary, as a consequent application of

the idea of negation, one that also embraces negation itself.” (181)
12While at the same time these destabilizations are stabilized by a set of institutional patterns of

expectations. We usually know when, say, picking up a “novel” that we are leaving the realm of

the everyday, that there is a fictional world that might not correspond to the familiar routines in

cognitive, emotional, or moral terms.
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of literature – is re-stabilized by the sense-making activities of the reader who will

have found a way to close the gaps (at least for this time as one can always return to

the text in question). The reader will have found explanations for what the respec-

tive literary text has, by design, left unexplained. Put differently, meaning itself is a

diffuse phenomenon, engendered by fiction’s transitory bracketing of reality, by the

‘As If’ (Iser 1993, 269ff.) of literary communication that allows the actual and the

possible to co-exist in a virtual or Third Space.

Bhabha, in contrast, refrains from this location of hybridity almost completely.

To him, the openness of signification, the politically empowering crisis of repre-

sentation, is always at stake, for culture itself is this virtuality that has to iterate its

distinctions, its semantics, its addressing and forming of subjects. The enabling

space of enunciation, then, emerges in the unceasing process of signification, the

time it takes for a signifier to find its signified, a process that cannot be stopped, or

that, once (provisionally) ended, begins anew. In such a conceptualization, the

Third Space has to be unlocatable, cannot be restricted to the fictionalizing acts

that Iser describes; it cannot be contained at all, for the simple fact that sense-

making activities of individuals and groups will go on (or culture and society would

come to an end).13 And, given that he relies on the notion of culture as text,

Bhabha’s model of postcolonial criticism presents an ethics of reading more than

a theory of culture.14 It takes the ethical impulses already embedded in poststruc-

turalist thought and their focus on moments of indecision – the undecidability,

untranslatabilities etc. – and invests these strategies of indeterminacy with the new

realities of postcolonial self-descriptions of society.

11.3.3 Cultural Difference and the Otherness of Literature

It would be wrong to claim that Iser gets it completely right by restricting himself to

“literature”, whereas Bhabha unnecessarily delimits his scope. Iser’s focus, how-

ever, might be of help in pointing to a more nuanced form of criticism. It bears to

mention that fictionality is not restricted to those books we find neatly stacked on

the “fiction” shelves of our library and favorite bookstores, set apart from non-

fiction. In fact, in his later turn “from reader response to literary anthropology”, Iser

13 In contrast to this basic cultural sense-making activity, our exposure to literature is, apart from

the assigned reading in schools and university curricula, a voluntary act, and we could easily stop

taking part in literature.
14 This should not be taken to suggest that Bhabha has failed in his attempt to offer an interesting

study of postcolonial dilemmas, or that his ethics are flawed; nor am I suggesting that one should

stop reading books like The Location of Culture. Far from it; all I would maintain, however, is that

his eager attempt to update a fundamentally Derridean poststructuralism to meet the postcolonial

situation, he jumpily juxtaposes writers as different as Fanon and Foucault. One a keen observer of

the psychosocial dynamics of interactions, the other the clever analyst of institutional micro-power

and archival control, there is no simple link between the logic these writers respectively describe.
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would insist that the selection and combination of elements that are part of fictional

acts can be found anywhere in culture. What sets literature apart, however, is the

fact that it happily discloses its ‘As If’ function, i.e. it signals that we are exposed to

literary texts. Evidently, these signals are conventional rather than timeless, and, in

their contingency, open to change, both historically and institutionally, but they will

be, Iser insists, always an element of literary communication.

For the real reader, one will have to reflect on the diversity of backgrounds, on the

reader’s specific knowledge, his or her emotional ties to the themes and topics,

the biases and blindness, all of which are brought to bear on the actualization

of the virtuality at hand. It is here, then, that cultural differences (e.g. race and

ethnicity, gender and sexuality) and social positionalities (class status) can be

addressed as influences on the actual reading. For Bhabha’s poststructuralist, post-

humanist agenda, such a phenomenological level of empty subjectivity is hardly an

option; subjectivities are produced within and through the cultural discourses and

according to the cultural differences and biases buried in them. It is not reflective

individuals using communication, quite the contrary; the appellation and subjection

bring forth the subjects in the first place, and, as products of discourses, they are

epistemologically on the same level, textualized, i.e. interwoven into the texture of

culture. Yet, in order to make claims for subjection – the production of racialized,

sexualized selves – there must be some element to be subjected, and this is less than

a tautological argument: “Individualization can only be thought of as subjection,”

Fluck (2007) argues, “if, at least theoretically, a non-subjected individual is set as

reference and norm for otherwise subjection could not be conceptualized as such.”

(74) This notion of a ‘non-subjected’ element within the social is certainly a most

tricky thought, and the cautious formulation “at least theoretically” suggests that, at

first, it is nothing more than a figure of non-identity. Yet, this non-identity, in

phenomenological criticism, is more than just a figure, and in Iser and Fluck it is

the site of reflexivity, a cognitive distance; it is where a potential social agent

resides, one who can feed back his experiences into the social operations.

Another term might help understand the different implications of the respective

notions of “in-betweenness” and the problem of subjectivity, and this is the notion

of the imaginary. In order to come to terms with the driving force behind those

cultural projections that refuse to accept the inherent hybridity of any identity

claim, Bhabha makes an occasional nod to the psychoanalytical theory of Jacques

Lacan, especially his seminal reading of the “mirror stage”.

“The Imaginary is the transformation that takes place in the subject at the formative mirror

phase, when it assumes a discrete image, which allows it to postulate a series of

equivalences, samenesses, identities, between the objects of the surrounding world. How-

ever, this positioning is itself problematic because the subject finds or recognizes itself

through an image which is simultaneously alienating and hence potentially confrontational.

This is the basis of the close relation between the two forms of identification complicit with

the Imaginary – narcissism and aggression. [. . .] Like the mirror phase ‘the fullness’ of the

stereotype – its image as identity – is always threatened by ‘lack’.” (Bhabha 1993: 77)

As part of the cultural inventory, the stereotype is characterized by a dual

experience of presence and absence: celebratory self-reference and the hurtful
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destabilization of this self-identification induced by a necessary lack of control. Due

to this duality of forces, the power of projection cannot be regulated or brought to a

standstill: I see myself through the other, and I see the other. Never, however, is

there a sovereign agent. And I see, e.g. as white person, the other whose otherness I

have to accept as self-evident. In a predominantly white society, black skin will

stand out, whereas it is easier to not see whiteness, an experience I want to control

but cannot. Bhabha resorts to Fanon, a brilliant predecessor, who pinpointed these

irritating glances in his seminal Black Skin, White Mask from the perspective to the

addressee of projections:

“‘Look, a Negro!’ It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I passed by. I made a

tight smile. ‘Look, a Negro!’ It was true. It amused me. ‘Look, a Negro!’ The circle was

drawing a bit tighter. I made no secret of my amusement. ‘Mama, see the Negro! I’m

frightened!’ Frightened! I made up my mind to laugh myself to tears, but laughter had

become impossible. I could no longer laugh, because I already knew that there were

legends, stories, history, and above all historicity [. . .].” (Fanon 1967, 114)

Fanon was a chronicler of the interactive situation, and the psychic loops these

encounters cause in the victims of racism. This perspective has to be contrasted with

a cultural contact through textual communication, e.g. a mode of analysis that

focuses on the archives, on the texts cultivated by society. Texts invite and

necessitate re-readings, and, asking for interpretation, are hardly as self-evident

as the epiphanic moment sketched by Fanon. Bhabha also calls up such texts –

legends, stories, history – in his critical project, yet he remains vague about these

medial implications. Moreover, even though he is willing to concede that control is

never complete, he fails to fully analyze how we could ever move beyond this

vicious circle of racist self-affirmation. More to the point, his criticism habitually

includes the interpretation of literary texts, approving these for their potential to

subvert the order of discourse, at least momentarily.

In turn, Iser refuses to specify a functionalization of the imaginary in his later work

on the anthropology of literature. Because he refrains from associating the concept

with a distinct theory, sketching it as an oscillating phenomenon in the “in-between” of

emotions, daydreaming, projections, and the whole set of moods known to human-

kind, the imaginary turns into the ideal point of reference for his ideas about literary

communication. Instead of relying on a neat binarism, e.g. the “distinction between a

real and a fictional, imagined reality” (Luhmann 2000a, 143) Iser suggests “to replace

this duality with a triad: the real, the fictive, and [. . .] the imaginary” and claims: “It is

out of this triad that the text arises.” (1993, 232) The real in this relational model is not

reality as such but rather specific models of reality. Reality as pure contingency can

never be the referential point for a fictional text. The category of the imaginary is

especially important, a featureless, ungraspable one, “not semantic, because it is by its

very nature diffuse, whereas meaning becomes meaning through its precision.” (ibid.)

Anteceding the text and part of the psychic operations, the imaginary, as Paul B.

Armstrong succinctly summarizes, “mediates between the fictive and the real and

animates their interaction, but it is knowable only through its effects. Not a faculty or

an essence, it is the power of human plasticity to create forms, play with the given, and

overstep limits.” (2000, 213) Fiction, in turn, gives a definite gestalt to this incessant
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flow through the selections and combinations of the text. As an act, the fictive is the

site of an intertwining of the real and the imaginary, de-realizing the real and

concretizing the imaginary in what Iser calls the “play” of the text.

Aesthetic communication has to be attractive to Bhabha’s postcolonial project,

we can now infer, as it encompasses a form of negativity that “goes beyond the

semantic level of negation to include an ‘unformulated and unwritten dimension’ of

our experience of the literary text.” (Fluck 2000, 185) As Fluck reminds us, Iser had

already pointed to this dimension in his Act of Reading:

“Blanks and negations increase the density of fictional texts, for the omissions and

cancellations indicate that practically all the formulations of the text refer to an unformu-

lated background, and so the formulated text has a kind of unformulated double. This

‘double’ we shall call negativity [. . .]. Unlike negations, negativity is not formulated by the

text, but forms the unwritten base; it does not negate the formulations of the text, but – via

blanks and negations – conditions them. It enables the written words to transcend their

literal meaning, to assume a multiple referentiality, and to transcend their literal meaning,

to assume a multiple referentiality, and so to undergo the expansion necessary to transplant

them as a new experience into the mind of the reader.” (qtd. in Fluck 2000, 185)

It is here, in this claim of a specific discursive reality that any conflation of literature

and culture as text seems to be an impossiblemaneuver.Hybridity, inBhabha’s location

of culture, is the oscillation of meaning in the (perpetual) moment(s) of significatory

indecision. The Third Space he envisions in this postcolonial performativity disturbs

the neat cultural conventions of meaning-production, and as such, makes possible acts

of negation. This basically defamiliarizing pursuit might help to explain the choice of

literary allusions in Bhabha, which are predominantly complex modernist or postmod-

ernist texts. The negations of meaning the scholar finds in them are the fundament of

negativity, yet the latter transcends the textually anchored distinctions and differen-

tiations and opens up an experiential reality of its own. Consequently, Iser’s attempt to

sketch aesthetic dynamics redefines negativity more fundamentally “as effect of a

structure of doubling which characterizes the literary text and distinguishes it from

other discursive modes by definition.” Although made of written language, literature

implies a specific use of this medium, and even though a completely satisfying

definition of literature is still missing, one can follow Iser’s definition as a mode of

experience that tends to challenge the stability of the reading subject, necessitating an

awareness of the fundamental inaccessibility of individuals to themselves.15 We know

that we do not, cannot (finally) know ourselves. But we can try (again).

Iser convincingly argues that, in the act of reading, we are simultaneously

ourselves and someone else, i.e. hybrid creatures for literature’s sake. We do not

simply see a character in its fictional quest but add imaginary elements to the text in

the process of reception, elements that we can see as if from the outside at the same

15 This basic element of aesthetic experience is not a privilege of modernist or postmodernist texts

that have given up the securities of realist writing. Negativity, as Iser would argue in his later

writings, is a general feature of literature, regardless of questions of aesthetic programs or distinct

writing styles.
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time. In short, while reading, we are creating alternative versions of ourselves.

According to Iser, the reader’s required activity “resembles that of an actor, who in

order to perform his role must use his thoughts, his feelings and even his body as an

analogue for representing something he is not.” (1993, 244) If, however, our sense

of self is destabilized during reception, then this irritation might well have

repercussions for the perception of the Other analyzed in postcolonial studies.

It is easy to see that this irritation corresponds with the ethical implications of

Bhabha’s writing; but one has to concede, too, that one possible reaction to this

destabilization could be the return to the familiar, the conventional, the known,

once the interval of reading has ended and we put down the book.

Although Iser admits shifting uses, his attempt to describe the functionality of

fiction remains rather abstract and unspecific, as one would expect in a literary

anthropology. Whatever the cultural and historical variances, it is the anthropological

founding that counts, and that, according to Iser, connects human creativity with an

eternal sense of loss: “Literary fictionality may therefore be regarded as an indication

that human beings cannot be present to themselves – a condition which makes us

creative (even in our dreams) but never allows us to identify ourselveswith the products

of our creativity.” (1990, 948) This opacity of the psyche to itself, so central to Iser’s

work, may also be understood as the anthropological precondition for those processes

of identity formation via habits, discourses, institutions, which are the main subject of

cultural studies. In the multiculturalist politics of recognition, the ascribed identities

were not only deconstructed but, as part of a general cultural politics, reconstructed, and

to that end, literary texts, musical pieces, and visual arts were demarcated as cultural

realms of belonging. Iser, in turn, sees “literary fictions diverge from the fictions of the

ordinary world,” and the reduction of aesthetic experience to a cultural (or culture-

political) register would obviate the transgressive nature of literature, returning it to the

realm of ordinary “assumptions, hypotheses, presuppositions.” (1990, 951)

Yet, when Iser argues that literary fictions “are always accompanied by convention-

governed signs that signalize the ‘As If’ nature of all the possibilities they adum-

brate,” the question of cultural difference creeps back in. For what are conventions

other than culturally designed patterns of expectations, contingent dynamic

structures that are, moreover, loaded with conflictuous interests? This not only

opens up the debate about the nature art and aesthetic communication to cultural

studies questions. It also provides an understanding of implicit aesthetic values

and processes of canonization that could overcome the residual essentialisms of

cultural identity discourses. Iser’s anthropological model grants cultural difference

only after setting up a universal model of the imaginary. Is there only one ‘As If’ or

a whole spectrum? And, as we have learned from Bhabha, if there is diversity, the

real issue might well be hybridity. Iser refers mostly to Western or, even more

specifically, European literature where there is a ‘printed privilege’ at work, a focus

on a specific segment of literature indebted to a distinct form of print culture. As a

consequence, he highlights the individualizing quality of modern art forms,

a tendency that was propelled by the historically contingent emergence of silent

reading. Those works considered worthy of an expanded canon could well offer

alternative avenues of interrogation. For example, Toni Morrison, winner of the
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Nobel Prize in 1993, is lauded for her celebration of African American culture and

its residuals of oral storytelling and black music styles. Simultaneously, her work is

cherished for its intertextual affinities with the pantheon of literature that has up

until now been dominated by the so-called canon of dead, white males. Here,

scholarly efforts continue to set apart (to borrow a heuristic distinction from Hans

Ulrich Gumbrecht (2004)) a presence culture from a meaning culture, the former

privileging immediacy of experience, the latter distance and reflexive potentials.

One is well advised to dismiss the either-or and work towards a notion of

literature’s hybrid ties instead; a perspective that can do justice to the political

concerns of postcolonial studies by acknowledging the power-structures behind the

institutionalization of literature and its complex conventions, while not losing sight

of the aesthetic specificities of the literary texts.
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Chapter 12

The Agony of the Signified: Towards

a Usage-Based Theory of Meaning

and Society

Remigius Bunia

Abstract The present paper proposes to accept a usage-based theory of communi-

cation, as recently advanced by developmental psychology and cognitive linguis-

tics. With respect to semiotics, this change of theoretical design means to abandon

the belief that verbal language is strongly connected to reasoning; it drops the

distinction between signifier and signified; and it draws attention to the blurry

difference between “ordinary things” and signs. It turns out that, in fact, only essen-

tially hybrid objects exist whose communicative “parts” can hardly be disentangled

from their non-communicative “parts.” The present paper assesses a theory of

communication which does not depart from language but asks what one can do
with things. Such a question leads to an examination of the conditions governing

mental representation, social interaction, and abstract analysis. Nonetheless, it

finally explores why language is so important in increasing social complexity and

in creating mental representations of the world – even though it cannot be equated

with reasoning and abstract thought.

The distinction between signifier and signified appears to be well established; its

widespread use indicates that the concept is considered quite precise. However,

de Saussure’s (2006 [1916]) initial idea very much differs from the vulgar, domi-

nating terminology that identifies the signifier with the physical sound of speech or

the printed word and the signified with a corresponding mental idea. This terminol-

ogy is inherited from Cartesian dualism, which separates the soul from the body: the

signifier is considered a solid part of tangible reality while the signified only exists

in a speaker’s mind. But this configuration is simplistic and cannot account for more

thorough insights, such as the idea of a reality structured by communication on the

one hand, and the knowledge of the material foundations of mental ideas in the

brain on the other.

De Saussure’s general linguistics was more refined and aware of the intricacy

inherited from the body/soul model. De Saussure insists on the fact that both the
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signifier and the signified are only mental images. In doing so he does not over-

come the Cartesian body/soul difference altogether, but locates all processes of

signification on the soul side only. He denies connecting images to solid and

tangible phenomena and thus tries to ignore the body side. His students and most

of the formalist school did not follow him in that: they inserted the referent into

semiotic theory to have a material counterpart of the signified; and many saw

matter-like qualities in the signifier, which was conflated with the physical stream

of sounds and with the visible words on paper. From then on, a permanent problem

of semiotic theory has been to differentiate between signified and referent. The

signified is considered the abstract meaning of a word (the denotation), whereas the

referent is the distinct object which an expression can refer to. The late twentieth

century sparked a debate over the “nature” of reference and denotation, the post-

structuralist and the analytic views being the most eccentric contributions.

Doubts now arise as to whether the popular, the Saussurian or the referent-based

configuration is still acceptable and in agreement with our views on reality. I am

going to deepen these doubts and show that processes of signification and commu-

nication can only be understood if the inseparability of material and mental

processes is accepted, that is, if the hybridity of all elements of communication is

accepted. This hybridity no longer allows seeing signification and meaning as pure
phenomena that can be detached from actual, material processes, and that can be

analytically prescinded from their involvement with things. The central problem is

body/soul dualism itself. In the Cartesian tradition, mental processes and commu-

nication are thought of as entirely detached from tangible reality. Theories such as

analytic realism or constructivism tacitly accept this dualism and try to work around

it. In the following discussion, however, I wish to emphasize the role of things and

observable processes, and reject the body/soul difference altogether. In a movement

of thought that has very much benefited from Latour’s (2006 [1991], 2005) and

Rancière’s (2008 [2003]) ideas about the importance of material reality, I am going

to present an understanding of communication and verbal language that drops

dualism. The idea of the purity of two spheres can be overcome by recognizing

that mental processes are identifiable only if they are “materially existent.” I am

going to attack this idea of purity by identifying the use of things within material

processes.

Although Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is not essential to my venture, his

idea of an irreducible “ambivalence of hybridity” (2000 [1994], 162) comes from

observations similar to mine. Bhabha denies that it is possible to define a domain

of pure and controlled signification. Although he apparently does not dismiss the

concepts of signifier and signified, he shows that they presuppose moot semiotic

postulations of purity. I argue that any assumption of semiotic purity is amiss – not

only in the postcolonial context. The expression hybridity does not hint at objects of
a specific quality but rather stresses that the acknowledged schemes of explaining

cultural and meaningful phenomena are based on a strong division between the

material and the mental sphere. This is the trail I will follow in this paper. Hybridity

plays an essential role for my argument, even though it will not be mentioned

explicitly very often.
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As Bennett and Hacker state (2003, 111–114), philosophy and neuroscience

have not yet abandoned body/soul dualism. In part, the Cartesian concept of mind is

simply and crudely replaced by the neuroscientist’s concept of brain. They explain

that this is why current explanations of consciousness are inadequate. In fact, this

problem has to do with conceptions of symbols and language (here, Bennett and

Hacker unfortunately adhere too much to conventional notions). But they are right

in pointing out that philosophy still assumes that there is an immaterial sphere.

I claim that we are used to locating signifieds in this mental sphere, instead

of scrutinizing material processes of symbol use. This also includes the social

which also “takes place” in the material world. As Latour puts it: “When any

state of affairs is split into one material component to which is added as an appendix

a social one, one thing is sure: this is an artificial division imposed by the disciplin-

ary disputes, not by any empirical requirement” (2005, 83).

Although I do not believe in the suitability of the concepts, of signifying and

signified, I would readily admit that a difference between “bringing forth significa-

tion” and “relating to knowledge” can be made. It would be a folly to assume that

there is no difference whatsoever between using the word “trees” and thinking of

trees, yet some ambiguities should be borne in mind: when one thinks of either the

word “tree” or of a tree in the park, in both cases a mental image and a relation to

real-world phenomena (such as a sound in the case of the word) are involved; to

bring forth signification can add to knowledge or even produce knowledge; and

signification not only points to existing or emerging knowledge, but also

presupposes it. The task is to describe signification without relying on the subjec-

tive and “merely” psychical concepts of image and mental ideas.

The overall purpose of the final section of this paper is to explain to what extent

language plays an important role in creating a complex society (which includes

complex communication), even if the claim is correct that language is neither

essential for human reasoning nor a means to represent reality. This claim is

directed against a strong tradition in Western philosophy. However, it does not

imply that “exact meaning” is an illusion, but it states that precision is rather a rare

case, strictly confined to particular fields of social interaction and a product of a

long and complicated cultural evolution. In order to show why language does

play such an important role in society, I must first of all explain to what extent

language does not so much differ from other “things” that are used as a means of

communication.

12.1 Towards a Theory of Communication

12.1.1 Some Remarks on the History of Semiotics

When one is thinking of a tree, there is an image of a tree, the knowledge of how the

tree behaves, and some ideas about what one can do with the tree. However, when
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one is bringing to one’s mind the word “tree,” there is an image of “tree,” the

knowledge of how “tree” behaves, and some options of what one can do with “tree.”

Both tree and “tree” have solid or physical realizations such as wooden things in the

park or plastic things made of Lego on the one hand, and ink on paper or sound

waves on the other. Both also have rather abstract or mental instances such as

family trees or memorized sound images. Then what is the difference between tree

and “tree”?

The starting point of my argument is the rather basic insight that words are things

in the world.1 Since the rationalistic period (the 17th century) we have become used

to keeping things and words strictly apart from each other. In antiquity, this was

different: words and things (res and verba) occupied the same topical space. Even

though Quintilian distinguished the signifying (“quae significant,” 2001 [~80]:

3.5.1) from the signified (“quae significantur,” ibid.), thus using the diathesis and

the lexical stem Saussure would pick out more than 1,800 years later, both were

related to each other in the topical matrix where things, arguments, processes,

words, and whole phrases had their own place and could move between places

(in metaphorical speech, for instance). The rationalists, however, claimed that

language is in perfect accordance with thought, and thought was considered a

sphere completely detached from tangible things. Descartes famously distinguished

the res cogitans from the res extensa (Descartes 2005 [1641], 118). Reasoning

expressed itself in language. A precise and logical language was deemed possible

even if this meant to purge vague expressions. Arnauld’s and Nicole’s Logic of
Port-Royal (1964 [1683]) provided rules governing such a clarified speech. They

defined a sign as an object that represents another object: “Mais quand on ne

regarde un certain objet que comme en representant un autre, l’idée qu’on en a

est une idée de signe, & ce premier objet s’appelle signe” (1964 [1683], 55).2 The

sign is here barely seen as an object (even if it is called so), for it is an object which

hides itself as to make another object visible. It conveys the idea of the original

object, and hence the sign (as an object) practically disappears. The rationalistic

model of a sign cannot look at the solid, matter-like aspect of a sign, but, metaphor-

ically speaking, sees through the sign to look at the original object (see Wellbery

1984).

Despite the many differences in detail, the school of empiricism followed the

same line: it questioned the possibility of a precise verbal description and, in doing

so, dismissed anything based on language as artificial and unreal. As for the details,

the empiricists differed from the rationalists in that they did not equate reasoning

and language – which is why until today some natural scientists deny that the

humanities are of any use because they only deal with words. Nevertheless, they

1 This was already Augustine’s starting point: “omne signum etiam res aliqua est” (1826 [427]:

11), that is, “every sign is some thing.” Augustine adds that the reverse is not true (“non autem

omnis res etiam signum est,” ibid.), but we shall see that such a distinction is inaccurate.
2My translation: “But when one takes an object as something which only represents another

object, the idea one has of it is related to signification, and the first object is called sign.”
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detached methods of description (measured quantity) from the physical phenome-

non itself (physical quantity) as clearly as the rationalists. With Galilei and Newton

the sciences eventually took another direction which separated them from philo-

sophically grounded empiricism: mathematics became, as Galilei had put it, the

language of the (physical) nature. This made it possible not to admit any difference

between a differential equation and the observable data.3 The mathematical model

upheld the strict division between the description and the described. In the twentieth

century, however, physicists noticed that observations affect the behavior of energy

and matter that predominate at the atomic scale. This led to the insight that some

phenomena of reality must not be considered as independent from their examina-

tion. Physics thus demonstrated that neither the rationalist nor the early empiricist

model of meaning suits all phenomena in the world.

With modern mechanics established, language was no longer essential for des-

cribing nature. The mathematical model grew more valuable than its verbal inter-

pretation. In fact, this meant abandoning equating human reasoning with the human

capacity to use language. Yet this “equation” has held almost throughout the history

of Western philosophy, and it was boosted by rationalism and reaffirmed by the

philosophy of language. It is now being defied by recent research on language. The

latest studies that aim to explain the essential properties of human communication

tend not to stress linguistic abilities. Tomasello (2003a, b) singles out the capacity

of social sympathy as the faculty empowering humans to surpass simple condition-

ing in which many animals also succeed. He underscores the fact that complex

communication can be achieved by means other than verbal. The most important

example is sign language (think also of body language in general). It can attain the

same complexity as spoken language. With regard to the sciences just mentioned,

many hybrid devices are used, showing that verbal language is not powerful or

functional enough to be used. One can think of diagrams – not only in the sciences,

but also in everyday statistics (in newspapers or in the web, for instance); in many

fields of social life, one uses tables and figures, arithmetic (including the use

of banknotes and coins for a purchase), complex mathematical formulas and

expressions, and so on.

12.1.2 Words Are Things (Signs Versus Ordinary Things)

I am now going to argue in favor of a non-dualist theory of communication as

sketched out in the introduction. In view of the non-verbal communicative hybrids,

I will try to figure out how signification emerges by considering the practical use of
communicative tools. The theory will be usage-based in Tomasello’s sense (2003a).

It will ask what one can do with verbal and nonverbal entities and compare trees to

3 Some still posit that the equation merely presents an interpretation.
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“trees.” This theoretical design will finally lead to an explanation of why language,

as a special and extraordinary communicative tool, is so crucial in creating complex

societies and therefore, in many fields, superior to other means of communication.

My starting point is the aforementioned observation that words and all kinds of

signs are things that are used as other things are.When someone uses a thing, it can be

a word or another kind of thing, but in both cases, she is engaged in communication –

or at least some observer may believe she is. I will say ordinary things from now on

to indicate things that are “ordinarily” not taken for signs (despite the apparent fact

that signs are “an ordinary part” of everyday reality). The distinction between signs

and ordinary things is blurry (though I will do my best to clarify it). When all things
can be used in order to grant communicative options, both signs and ordinary things

cannot be kept apart by saying that the former are used in communication and the

latter not. If what I have said is right, every attempt to draw a sharp distinction

between action and communication is futile because nonverbal action almost

always has a communicative side-effect and communication cannot be produced

without any kind of action.

Since these distinctions are so difficult to draw, I will speak of a participantwhen
a person is assumed to be involved in communication in order to accentuate that a

person can simply “participate” in a situation without any communicative intentions

(from her point of view) and without speaking, but that this may be sufficient to call

this participation a partaking in communication. The sketch presented here

is phenomenological insofar as it only considers what informative material an

observer of the world has (whether it be the participant herself or another observer

of the situation). A participant attends to a situation which offers her so many cues

that she reacts to them. With this phenomenological terminology I avoid the

expressions sender and receiver, which silently assume that the one who sends a

message knows about this effusion of information, and that the one who receives

a signal interprets it as being sent. Although it is of course true that many participants

understand some of their actions as successful or failed attempts to send a message,

and although many participants plausibly identify sent messages as such, this

labeling does not essentially characterize the communication taking place.4

A participant comes into contact with trees and “trees.” I will discuss the

difference between both in relation to how the participant reacts to either of

them. She has her knowledge and her sensual data only, and the contact with both

trees and “trees” is provided by her senses (by seeing or hearing either trees or

“trees”). This is again seen from a phenomenological perspective. When a partici-

pant has learnt to identify certain things as distinct from others, and as belonging to

4 Instead communication seems to be a basic behavior that many species on earth (for instance

insects, see H€olldobler and Wilson 2009) employ to influence their fellows. It is not clear which

the capacities are that enable humans to use such refined and complex means of communication

(see Tomasello 2003a, Tomasello/Rakoczy 2003b). In the present paper, I present some

characteristics that could contribute to these outstanding human abilities (abstract signs, for

instance).
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one class (say: trees), she has the choice of how to respond to being exposed to

them. I propose to analyze the idea of “meaning” in terms of how many options this

exposure offers and of which kind they are. When a participant sees a tree, what can

she do with this sight? What can she do with a book, with a cooking knife, with a

dishwasher? What can she do with a printed word?

The first problem is to say what a thing is, that is, what defines its unity (see

Quine 1960). As for ordinary things, it is clear that the recognition of their unity

depends on both acquired knowledge and physiological predisposition (see

Peterson 2005 [2001]). But this is also true of signs, of course. Saussure tackled

the question of what a communicative entity or unity is; he asked what a sign is and

concluded that any combination of signs has the same qualities that its components

have; the new sign is not simply a composition of two signs but a sign of its own.

Without explicitly stating the consequence, he took every grammatical phrase,

every sentence, and every speech for a sign. Things can be combined and become

things of another nature (a colored cloth on a pole becomes a flag, syrup and

champagne become Kir, and so on). Therefore, it is not so important if there are

elementary entities: their combination does not say much about the result, and it is

sufficient to recall the simple case of lexical composites to see the arbitrariness

(why is a house-keeper not someone who owns a house?5). Certainly, the syntag-

matic combination of elements does produce sense in a fairly predictable way, but,

firstly, the predictability very much depends on the strength of the conditioning laid

down in the elements, and, secondly, the regularities of syntagmatic combination

add a specific sense of their own to the elements (see Langacker 2008). Syntax

produces meaning. The result can be generalized: it is not clear and it cannot be

clear what constitutes the unity of a sign or an ordinary thing. Every contact with

reality requires an observer to analyze which entities there are.

This is why I stick to Langacker’s notion of thing. He defines a thing as broadly

as possible “as any product of grouping and reification” (2008, 105). This means

that, for instance, a (reified) movement is a thing in Langacker’s terminology.

Reification produces many abstractions because it translates processes into compact

entities, so “acceleration” and “tax increase” are signs that refer to things and to

specific uses. Moreover, the way things relate to each other can be conveyed by

means of specific combinations of signs (morphology and syntax in language).

These structures can express movements, changes, and modifications of things.

As Langacker points out throughout his book, they are rooted in basic processes of

perception and structuring. However, they allow a participant to form abstract

notions of things and processes, a point I am going to dwell upon in the next section

of this paper.

While this indicates another similarity between ordinary things and signs,

I would like to call attention to a simple but instructive difference: a sign is often

a highly structured experience that would seem useless (without use!) if it were not

5 This is an example Boris Gasparov gave in a lecture to illustrate de Saussure’s concept of

arbitrariness.
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considered to say something. Since a participant has to decide what a distinct

phenomenon is, printed or uttered words consist of recurring patterns that massively

differ from other real-world sensations. This notion of sign is also very strongly

connected to Tomasello’s description of intention: to put a very structured thing

before my eyes makes me think that I should draw my attention to it; if someone

puts it there, I assume that it is her intention to influence my attention; if I do not see

anyone placing it there, I tend to conclude that someone has had a specific intention

in producing it. It is the central part of the secularization of Western thinking to

admit that an intention is not the only explanation for highly structured objects,

such as humans, plants, physical laws, or improbable coincidences. While pre-

rationalistic models of signification accepted natural signs (which tacitly point to

their author, God, or in polytheistic religions, to rival deities) alongside signs made

by humans, rationalistic and modern semiotics only discusses “artificial” signs.

However, attribution of intention (instead of, say, improbability) is a rather contin-

gent option that tempts humans to assume wrong causalities but allow them at the

same time to develop very complex communication, above all language. If this is

right, the handicap of overestimating authorship is easily outbalanced by the

capacity to communicate. But again, this dissimilarity does not explain very

much. Many ordinary things are also highly structured (cars, for instance) without

being considered signs in themselves. Some signs in everyday use (such as hand-

waving) possess minimal structure. Even if signs seem to be often “different” from

“ordinary” experience, this does not explain anything.

Despite the hybridity of communicational situations and despite the impossibil-

ity of separating “truly” communicative tools from “mere” things, it is evident that

some kind of difference between “tree” and tree exists. Words provide specific and

special features that they do not share with ordinary objects. To explain this

difference, I will analyze three essential cases: 1� words which seem to identify

an object (such as “tree”), 2� social speech, and 3� abstract concepts. These cases do
not entail a complete typology; their division is even not systematic. But they are

the most essential cases one has to cope with to describe communication.

12.1.3 Mental Signs

Some signs seem to stand for a specific ordinary object; they are used as their

“representation.” But the relation between things and “their” signs is by no means

“natural,” that is, it is arbitrary to compare suitcases with “suitcases” and to suggest

that each ordinary thing has its counterpart sign. The rationalist and empiricist

doctrines of the 17th century influenced the way in which reference would be

understood. They replaced a model of signification, which included tense

relationships between things and words by a model which made word-thing

pairings the default case of sign use. (This is why spiritual uses of things suddenly

became semiotically suspect and problematic; I only mention the famous case of

the body of Christ and the bread as discussed in the Logic of Port-Royal, see
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Arnauld and Nicole 1964 [1683], 124–128.) The new model had to ignore less clear

uses of signs, and it had to dismiss all “rhetoric” devices because they no longer

seemed to be useful means to evoke more specific ideas, but mere extravagant

ornaments at best and manipulations at worst.

I am now going to contrast what a participant can do with an ordinary thing

compared to a sign. The first task must be to investigate the seemingly simple

relationship between a thing and “its” representing sign. These signs shall be called

object signs. To equate sign and representation, that is, to reduce all signs to object

signs, is a classic definition of signs and is usually credited to Augustine. Although,

in fact, Augustine’s definition is not restricted to object signs, it has been under-

stood this way: for him a sign is “aliud aliquid ex se faciens in cogitationem venire”

(1826 [427], 42), that is, something which makes something else come into one’s

mind. He discusses Christ’s feet, which can invoke a specific idea, and includes

natural signs as well as artificial signs. The major characteristic is an inner image

popping up at the sight of a certain thing. Modern rationalist semiotics sharply

divides natural and artificial signs (since the 17th century), resolving the former into

a general notion of causality and shifting the latter into a mental insubstantial

sphere. Semiotic models always imply theories of causality, to which they can be

reduced. Until the 17th century, signs were the effects of some natural or artificial

processes. The 17th century focused on the effects that are intended by a person and

equated signification with deliberate reasoning. My proposal is to return to

Augustine’s idea and to understand semiotics by the effects things cause and in

particular what distinguishes the effects of those things that are considered signs.

Seen from the perspective of causality, the problem of Augustine’s definition is that

it encompasses simply everything. There is almost nothing that would not bring

anything into one’s mind. This is also the problem of pre-rationalist and rationalist

models of signification: which effects of natural or artificial processes are or are not

to be taken as signs remains contingent.

First of all, an object usually brings the idea of the object itself into mind (this is

what Augustine hints at). This is a point which, for opaque reasons, is very often

overlooked. When a participant is (more or less attentively) looking at a suitcase,

this sight invokes the idea of a suitcase. Some objects would not call upon a specific

idea, but such objects usually do not have a name the participant knows (for obvious

reasons, I cannot give an example). To combine an object with a communicative

label (such as a word) and to associate a specific idea with the sight are two events

that usually concur at the same time and which in fact imply the very identification

of the object.

Object signs have a very simple but far-reaching property. They are perceivable

entities which can evoke some of the mental sensations associated with specific

other things of the tangible reality (“a tree” makes me imagine a tree). Since it is

difficult to define unities of ordinary things and to find exact matches of signs and

ordinary things in all cases (what is a unicorn?), I will speak ofmental signs. Mental

signs are things that evoke sensual images or make me simulate a process or a

situation mentally. This is how we shift the original idea of representation to

another level.
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It is now possible to compare the use of ordinary things to that of signs. Let me

take the example of suitcases and “suitcases.” One can put something inside an

instance of suitcase, but not inside an instance of “suitcase.” When a participant

sees the word “suitcase” and compares the sight of the word “suitcase” with a

suitcase, the major difference between both objects is not the mental idea both

evoke, but the actions she can perform by using either. In this sense she can do less
with “suitcases” than with suitcases. It is important to note that the sight of a

suitcase always reminds a participant of what she can do with it; thus a suitcase

always includes the potential use of a “suitcase,” which does nothing more than

make a participant think of a suitcase. In spite of that, signs possess qualities which

outdo ordinary things. One among them is evident: it would be awkward if a

participant had to show a suitcase whenever she wished to evoke its image. Signs

are “easier at hand” than ordinary things. But since this advantageous quality per-

tains to all “lightweight” signs, not only to object signs, this discussion shall be

postponed to one of the subsequent sections.

So what is wrong with considering mental signs as tools with which to repre-

sent ordinary things? Nothing. As I have stressed, semiotic models are nothing but

models of causality. The rationalist and empiricist views of causality, based on

logic, mathematics, experiments, and (from the 19th century on) statistics, were

much better able to contribute to explanations of natural phenomena than prece-

dent methods. This is why their partly subjacent, partly explicit idea of what a sign

is could be so pervasive. It was accepted and spread widely. The logic of its

success is easily explained as follows. If a sign can indeed be understood as a

thing that, by being learnt, conditions certain modes of use, there is no reason why

a participant would not have to learn to consider signs as tools of representation.

There is no fault with this, and the present-day notion of what signs are is still

grounded on this education. Yet it bars (and has done so until today) the view on

the more complex interactions taking place in communication; it denies the

equally important role of ordinary things in communication, and it degrades

non-referential language (such poetic language or fiction) to exceptional or even

parasitic cases. All this is misleading and encumbers the development of an

adequate theory of language.

A final question remains with respect to mental signs: why could I not stick to the

notion of signified and claim that the signified is the mental image of the possible

actions, an image corresponding with the signifier, the thing that makes me associ-

ate these actions? In Saussure’s definition of the sign, there is no thinkable separa-

tion of signifier and signified; there is no mental image of one without the other.

Thus, he states that the coherent idea associated with a signifier only exists as long

as there is a signifier. In fact, this supports the idea that a coherent reasoning is

based on the use of language. However, I would argue that there is nothing which

binds and collects the idea of possible actions; the mental image of a word is not

directly linked with a set of actions. Of course, there can be strong conditions which

would prohibit many inadequate responses, but the more frequent cases of weak and
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very weak conditions invite the participant to assemble the things around her in an

ever new fashion that depends on her state of mind and on the particular experience

in this moment.6

12.2 Social and Performative Signs

The word “suitcase” reminds a participant of a suitcase, but many words do not

provide such material associations. While so-called abstract words such as

“strength” and “resiliency” effect a material, senses-based meaning and can thus

be taken as mental, it is very difficult to imagine a sensual experience associated

with “nation,” “taxes,” or “methodology.” These words are things offering options

that are restricted to giving new options within communication itself. This is to say

that their use is limited to diversifying further communicative actions, but they do

not in the first place relate to ordinary things, sometimes not even remotely. I will

call them social signs. Not all social signs are words: one can think of traffic signs,

curbs, and gestures. It is very illuminating that these things are usually called signs
in everyday and professional language. It seems to be clear that they somehow

belong to the sphere of words. It is not because they have a communicative function

and ordinary things do not (because every thing can have a communicative func-

tion), but because they have no uncommunicative function.7

Signs are by no means conventional in all cases – at least if one calls a meaning

conventional only if it is defined by explicit contract or definition (for instance

mathematical definitions, legal terms, etc.). Even traffic signs are not conventional

but a matter of learning and custom. Only recently has judicial theory begun to

realize that the awareness of norms does not originate in explication and proclama-

tion, but in education. This is why a change of laws cannot easily change behavior,

even if there is a wish to comply with the regulations (see Towfigh 2008). However,

if the instruction is explicit, the object can become a conventional sign, that is, an

object whose use is well known and accepted by mutual agreement. In such cases,

the possible uses are sanctioned by the use of previous social signs; the “contract” is

based on communication. An agreement is impossible without an explicit commit-

ment to its content, and such a commitment can only be conveyed socially.

An agreement requires accepted signs of acquiescence. A participant does
something by speaking. She then uses a performative sign. It is Austin’s (1975

[1962]) initial idea to distinguish between constative and performative signs, a

distinction he himself blurred for good reasons. (The constative sign is more or less

6 This is no comment on the question of how much choice or free will a human being has. In fact,

I am afraid that the question itself is only a philosophical artifact that cannot be rephrased in

biological, physical, juridical, or even psychological terms without confusion.
7 Of course, there is always the possibly of misuse. One can use a traffic sign as a weapon. In fact,

one then uses the metal rather than the traffic sign, but the traffic sign is misused in any case.
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equivalent to the mental sign in my terminology.) A performative sign differs from

a constative sign in that the former cannot be replaced by a nonverbal object, and

the behavioral options it allows are primarily verbal.8 It is therefore a special case of

the social sign, distinguished by the fact that the use of the sign is an act. An act is an

event which is considered to change the state of the world. This in fact means that a

performative sign is not so much characterized by general patterns of communica-

tion but by the delineation between act and receptive activity, a delineation that

depends on concepts of free will, social responsibility, and so on, that is, on various

complex social signs.

12.2.1 Abstract Signs and Sentences

Entire sentences do something quite different from social signs – they describe

states and processes; they relate things to each other. All in all, they link communi-

cation to the human capacity of abstract reasoning and retrieving patterns of a

higher order. I will speak of abstract things or abstract signs if things are combined

to create a virtual experience and to evoke an idea that is only in part based on

former experience. The combination of things in language is what allows a partici-

pant to do more with signs than with ordinary things. It is this very virtuality which

empowers language so much. When a participant employs the abstract devices a

language provides, she can evoke an idea that goes far beyond any idea an ordinary

thing could suggest. The power of abstract combination originates from the human

ability to imagine and to virtually analyze a situation, that is, from learning by

experience and education the principles of possible real-world organization.

However, it does not derive from the signs themselves. In fact, one has to acquire

the knowledge of an effective use of language in order to combine signs in abstract

thought. The advantage of abstract and sign-based combination is that the virtuality

allows a participant to plan and evaluate a combination in her mind and to com-

municate it without much labor. The latter point is even more important. It allows a

society to share new ideas of organization and leads to inventions and innovations.

It is an important insight from usage-based theory that not all sentences are built

up with the use of variation and free combination (see Tomasello 2003a). To put it

differently: not every sentence makes a new virtual experience emerge. A sentence

is thus not automatically abstract only because it always relates two things to each

other. Most of the sentences present a well known experience or idea, even if they

8An example: If I promise to give someone a gift, that means that she has the option to remind me

of my obligation. It does not include handing out the gift. If a judge sentences me to five years in

prison, the decision itself only communicates to policemen that they have the right to imprison me.

The performative sign itself changes the behavioral options because the policemen could refer to

the court decision when detaining me and would have to justify themselves if they let me go. That

is, the court decision itself gives verbal options.
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are expressed by the combination of signs which could be used in other contexts.

For example: “I’m at home.” This sentence relates me to a place and defocuses my

activity; it does not say what I am doing at home. However, the expression is so

fixed that its meaning does not derive from the combination of two things (me and

my home), but becomes a sign of its own. To speak foreign languages often means

to display one’s ignorance of common expressions: even if one knows the “gram-

mar,” one makes collocation errors and does not speak “idiomatically.” Common

grammar is only a rough approach to describing a language.

In such a view, sentences (“propositions”) can generally neither match nor

mismatch with reality because they are signs which will be used themselves or

just ignored. This is to say that signs can be used in specific situations as other

things can, and they have no structural link with facts. Their validity (“truth”)

amounts to their usability only. The idea of correspondence with reality therefore

only makes sense in an abstract epistemic structure that lays out strict rules deter-

mining when something is the case. Propositions expressed in a scientific language,

for instance, can match or mismatch with reality. Such schemes (as scientific

reasoning) include meta-rules which experience has shaped and which encapsulate

knowledge about basic principles of causality and describability. Logic and applied

mathematics are the most common and successful examples of such meta-rules.

Coherence only applies to epistemic structures with well established meta-rules.

An everyday description of reality, however, cannot be checked for coherence

because in general the verbal description lacks a criterion or a pragmatic rule for

clarity.

An apparent critique would contend that the sentence “she’s not at home” can

either be true or false. The problem is that such an analysis of the propositional

content of the sentence misses the essential point of its use. The sentence evokes the

impression of someone being at home; and the purpose of the sentence much

depends on the situation. For example, it can be employed to prevent someone

from visiting the aforementioned person. In this case, the sentence can either

succeed or fail in influencing someone’s action. The utterance, however, would

not prompt a mental image totally disconnected from the person’s location. It can of

course make the participant assume that she has been lied to. Then she assumes that

the aforementioned person is at home, but this does not mean to attribute a truth

value to the proposition, but to ascribe to the speaker an abuse of the phrase.

Mendacity exists, but it should not be analyzed in terms of truth values, but in

terms of behavior and communicative manipulation.

Truth is important when the world is to be described independently from what a

specific participant wishes to do. Abstract epistemic structures are often coherent

even if none of them is complete. For example, mathematics, physics, and chemis-

try are coherent. But even though mathematics contains no apparent contradictions,

it has actually shown that it cannot prove its own consistency, that is, the absence

of any contradiction. In all other fields one has minor or major drawbacks that

derogate consistency. Yet, there is coherence because the meta-rules governing

these regimes of thought clearly set what a correct argument is and, hence, what a

true and a false proposition must be (even if a particular decision cannot be made

12 The Agony of the Signified: Towards a Usage-Based Theory of Meaning and Society 207



for given reasons). Coherence is a matter of construing a scientific or scholarly

epistemic scheme which fulfills the rules it states. It can be more or less applicable

to specifically delimited parts of the world (for example, physics for the measurable

quantities). Since it includes knowledge about the construction of verities (such as

logic), it can even allow a participant to draw conclusions about reality by mere

reasoning and without any new contact with reality. Again, this is nothing that

language enables her to do, but the capability of finding second-order and third-

order patterns in the world.

12.3 The Supremacy of Language

12.3.1 Conditions and Modularization

If one tries to understand communication, it is, after what I have said, the wrong

approach to single out language. Language provides some rather specific commu-

nicative possibilities, which are very relevant for complex societies but not char-

acteristic of elementary communicative processes. All things, whether signs or

ordinary things, have an impact on communication, and the role language plays is

difficult to assess. After all, the purpose of language is not to represent ideas

(neither socially nor mentally). And the mind does not work by means of language.

Communication allows the conveyance of experience and control of human behav-

ior. It produces very rich and powerful cultural and social institutions. But why and

how can communication contribute to expansive social complexity and very emi-

nent abstractions?

The first step in answering this is to look at the purpose of limiting selectable

actions. (It turns out that such restrictions enhance social complexity.) First of all,

fewer options, and above all more specific ones, increase the probability of control-

lable actions and reactions. To utter “go out now” makes a participant either go out

or deny that request.9 The connection of language tokens and actions allows the

society to program complex institutions such as administration, science, and law.10

Society can thus implement “systems” that control behavior beyond individual

intention.

9 An arm stretched out pointing to the door, however, can operate in quite the same way even if it

can, in given contexts, say quite different things, such as “this is the door that must be repaired.”

By the way, there are only very few options which apply to all use of language (such as someone

being out of acoustic reach, being deaf, playing a role on the stage, and so on), that is, which can be

used at any time; but they invoke a different frame of communication by interrupting the flow of

object-related reactions and switching to communication-related ones.
10 Compared to other species, humans are not “reprogrammed” through genetic evolution but

cultural evolution, which means that they are somewhat similar to von Neumann machines.
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That a thing gives options means for a participant to have learnt conditions of
its use. A participant learns that dealing with a thing allows her only a range of

reactions. Thus, when I say condition, this is nothing but an abbreviation for

conditioning thing. No condition can be thought of as detached from its material

root. Absolutely crucial is the distinction between weak and strong conditions,11

which is a gradual distinction, because the strength of conditions can be employed

to adjust whether openness or a high probability of controlled events prevails. Weak

conditions give a broad range of acceptable responses. They invite the participant to

find her own way of using them or what they hint at. (To learn that the weather is

going to be bad can make me stay at home, buy an umbrella, or just ignore the

news.) Strong conditions clearly imply what can be done with them. Very strong

conditions (in mathematics, for instance) enforce a clear distinction between a bad

and a good use, between right and wrong, in radical cases even true and false. (To

be asked the time only allows few adequate responses.)

Only if society finds a means to create “computable” and yet open behavior can a

multifaceted culture evolve. This is because computability warrants a high proba-

bility of cultural reproduction, and openness allows for cultural adaptation. Com-

putability requires granulation, that is, the emergence of digital entities which can

be easily and safely copied and recombined (words, letters, and numbers, to

mention only the most important ones). Without this granulation of probable and

expectable structures, complex social and cultural accomplishments could not be

achieved. Why does the restriction of options increase social and cultural complexity?

A possible reason could be seen with the help of the difference between weak and

strong conditions. Weak conditions implement an easy and fast use of a thing even

in new situations, that is, immediate adaptation. Strong conditions, however,

increase the probability of exact reproduction.

11 Let me mention a difference which led philosophy to separate a signifying and a signified

sphere. It is the difference between event-like speech acts and durable things. First of all there is in

fact no apparent difference between words and things: words are as well in the world as are other

things. Words are audible or visible. They have to materialize to exist. The difference, which

became so important in semiotic models, lies beneath the received difference between words and

things: it is the difference between ephemeral and persistent phenomena. Ephemeral phenomena

have short life-spans, that is, they materialize for a brief period only (for instance, spoken words).

Persistent phenomena, however, exist for a longer time and can be expected to be retrieved when

the need arises (for instance, printed words). The difference between ephemeral and persistent

entities is gradual, of course. Few things are considered eternal; some would even deny that there is

anything that eternally exists. Ephemeral things have their span of life, too; it is only because they

vanish soon from a human perspective that they are considered ephemeral. Human speech has been

considered different from other things because it vanishes quickly; it is the logocentric tradition

that Derrida famously analyzed. This tradition tends to ignore the fact that written language

persists in time, and that spoken language, too, relies on persistent remnants (which Derrida

calls “trace”, 2002 [1967], 90). Words that are heard and read appear ephemerally, while the

things they relate to are often persistent. Of course, this is far from being universally true or

relevant. Printed words and recorded speech persist for a long time, and language often refers to

short-lived events, such as explosions or sunsets.
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But they also allow certain flexibility because the strictly conditioning entities

can fit into complex systems. They are similar to Lego bricks (which are a product

of serialized granulation). An exact reproduction is necessary if complex entities

are to be built out of existing smaller entities, that is, if modularization should be

possible. Modularization is the process that spawns many specializations (such as

organs in animals or dedicated areas in the brain, modules and objects in coding,

departments in organizations, and so on). It takes strong conditions for granted

because it relies on the assumption that a higher level of a process can draw on

a lower level without asking itself what the lower level does exactly. It leads to a

division of tasks and to an abstraction of competence. As one knows from bulky

bureaucracy, strong conditions can produce inflexibility, the inability to adapt to

new situations. For many fields of human life, weak conditions are a counterbal-

ance. Additionally, division and abstraction are not always functional. In many

situations a fast and simple shift of attention, a phatic greeting, or a simple action is

all that is needed. All specific information and all strong conditions would bind too

much energy without any outcome. “Give me the spice over there” – to point a

finger is all that is supposed to accompany the enunciation, and there is no need to

specify which spice it is exactly, how it is supposed to be transported, and whom the

speaker actually addresses. In most cases this is absolutely sufficient. It is not the

default case that a word has a very specific meaning (or reference), but a highly

improbable and complex case that requires a long cultural evolution.

Programmability does not mean that all human beings can be straightforwardly

“manipulated” by “extern data.” Of course, language can create much oppression.

This is why totalitarian regimes always reprogram the language oppressed people

use. The idea of programmable behavior, however, does not automatically imply a

behaviorist view or the assumption that programmability entails coercion, tyranny,

or at least a dull and uncreative cultural environment. To delimit potential actions

does not necessarily mean to prescribe specific options. To propose a range of

behavior need not exclude the possibility of risking an action unthought of before.

Nonetheless, exactly this is done under authoritarian regimes. In fact, each time

it becomes a challenge again for liberal societies to renegotiate the balance

between order and chaos, both being equally necessary for a very adaptive cultural

evolution.

Neither “a tree” nor a tree tells by itself what can be explicitly done with either.

One has to find out. A usage-based theory of signification refutes the assumption

that, as a universally valid rule, generalization applies to communication. In fact,

one has to learn a lot of distinct knowledge about the use of words and ordinary

things. This knowledge generally differs from participant to participant, and hence

it would be futile to search the shared “definition of a word.” This is why I believe

that communication can be described by algorithms, but that these algorithms have

always to be adaptive to new situations and must not store static information about

“meaning.”

However, generalizations occur, and they do so because of two antagonistic

movements. On the one hand, one can try to use a thing (a word) in a new situation

because the situation seems comparable or similar to other situations (a child may
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call any fruit apple as long as she does not learn that apple is more specific). On the

other hand, particular generalizations become reusable patterns of their own; they

become grammar or social norms. While the first movement is a natural and

necessary consequence of the fuzziness of real phenomena, the second movement

could be more human and comprise an inclination for abstractions (which Francis

Bacon once stated, see 1990 [1620], I 114). It is this ability to predict the use of

uses, this second-order use of things, that enables modularization.

12.3.2 Two Digressive Remarks

Let me make two side remarks. First, it is worth noting that the humanities lack a

precise language and do not seem to have a need for it. Terminology often turns into

mere jargon. The humanities tend to inflate the use of language and refrain from

using diagrams, mathematical expressions, or other devices that refine conditions.

So far, this is not a deficit, but their very feature. Their purpose is to find out which

actions are or were selectable in a specific situation at a specific time. It would be

difficult to limit acceptable responses by defining a strict terminology if the task is

to describe the processes defining and resolving conditions. This could be why all

important endeavors in the humanities are historical (especially archeological and

etymological) and hermeneutic. All three styles of investigation help us trace the

conditions given by things and words.

Second, Peirce’s pragmaticism seems to be very close to the present proposal.12

He famously defines pragmaticism by the following recipe, which would clear up

what words mean:

Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the

objects of our conception to have. Then, our conception of those effects is the whole of our

conception of the object. (Peirce 1998 [1878], 146.)

The central differences between my semantic and Peirce’s pragmaticist

approach lie in some emphases that place our explanations in direct opposition:

generally, a participant cannot enumerate the effects an object has. She knows

about its specific use in a specific situation, and this knowledge need not be explicit

or even conscious.13 Next, signs do not need interpretation, at least no more than

ordinary things do. And, as we have seen, one should not oppose them to “their”

objects in order to establish a relationship of representation (even though Peirce’s

12 I should discuss Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, which are apparently highly

important for my approach. But since his work requires a lengthy and detailed analysis, I do not

fulfill my obligation in the present paper.
13 Consider what Peirce posits (at least about symbols): “The entire intellectual purport of any

symbol consists in the total of all general modes of rational conduct that, conditionally upon all the

possible different circumstances and desires, would ensue upon the acceptance of the symbol”

(1998 [1905], 282).
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concept of interpretation is far from being static). As a final point, a participant can

of course learn to enumerate effects and to analyze signs explicitly. But this is a

highly developed way of abstract reasoning which, again, need not be targeted

towards signs only.

Contrarily to my conviction, Peirce believes that language and reasoning are

very much the same: “all thought whatsoever is a sign, and is mostly of the nature of

language” (Peirce 1998 [1905], 270).14 Therefore, he assumes that comprehension

is an act very much related to (rational) reasoning. For him, one checks the validity

or truth of an utterance by scrutinizing an action. In my view, however, one has to

describe all actions human beings undertake in order to understand what to under-
stand means. The actions of speaking and listening are not categorically different

from other ways of acting and perceiving; there is no dualism. This is why, in

everyday language, one is said to understand the functioning of a laser printer, a

biological cell, or a friend’s complaints.

But it is not clear whether Peirce’s generalization of the concept of sign does not

in fact have much in common with a cognitive or usage-based approach; I only wish

to stress that I see more differences than similarities. A cognitive – I would perhaps

rather say, semantic – approach degrades the very notion of sign to a perpetually

heuristic concept.

12.4 Conclusions

To sum up, I propose to drop the distinction signifier/signified and give up the

dualist tradition that took the distinction between mental and material processes

(the body/soul difference) to be primordial. Instead of sharing these fundamental

assumptions, I suggest examining how things are used and, among these things,

how one finds words, which are not phenomena of a totally different order. Among

all things there are those which are used preferably for mental purposes (i.e. to

convey sensual experience) and those which are better suited to social ones; there

are those which trigger narrowly defined reactions (strong condition) or permit a

rather broad range of uses (weak condition). These distinctions do not simply

replace the distinction signifier/signified, but they move our attention to the specific
social programs taking place in society beyond representation. The idea of meaning

is no longer considered a general category to describe “signs,” but a sign is nothing

but an object that comes with either rather weak or rather strong conditions that

depend on learning and training.

The present sketch conciliates the constructivist and the realist view. It is

constructivist in that it stresses the importance of conditions that are present even

if they may be very weak; in the world there is no thing whose use does not at least

14When Peirce considers both thought and external entities as signs, he also attempts to undercut

the dualist body/soul distinction.
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in part depend on what one has learnt to attribute to it. Since a thing consists of its

conditions from a participant’s perspective, a thing is what the participant

constructs. It is realist in that it departs from the existence of real entities that can

be “manually” accessed and may teach us what can be done with them.

My sketch yields two simple conclusions. First, every ordinary thing can turn

into a sign when it either increases or decreases communicative options, and con-

versely, every sign can lose its “significance.” Second, communication cannot be

understood if one looks at language only. The second point seems barely new since

sociology and developmental psychology have, for many decades, stressed the

importance of extralinguistic factors. Yet, semiotic theory still tends to consider

fully developed language as specifically different from other real entities in its

capacity to refer to things. My proposal, however, requests a more detailed look and

a stronger attention paid to those communicative things which effectively rely on

verbal language, that is, social (and abstract) things. Communicative situations in

which someone states a fact about a concrete thing could be operated without the

use of verbal language; whilst jurisdiction, for example, would be unthinkable.

In order to understand verbal language one has to further analyze simple communi-

cative situations where language plays no, or at most a minor, role on the one hand,

and socially complex situations where language is indispensable on the other. Both

endeavors have been being undertaken by developmental psychology (Tomasello

2000 [1999], 2003a) and by sociology (Luhmann 1999 [1997]). In exchange,

a semiotic theory of its own is redundant.

The overall conclusion is that a semiotic theory which seeks to find a general

pattern governing the relation between “signs” and “meanings” is entirely beyond

reality. Semiotics as a discipline develops ideas about a phenomenon that in fact

does not exist. To understand how meaning works is only possible in terms of

sociology, archeology, and historical semantics – by examining what people were

and are doing and what things they held and hold in their hands.
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