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YIDDISH SCIENCE AND THE POSTMODERN

Jonathan Boyarin
translated by Naomi Seidman

Abstract: The following is a reprint an essay by Jonathan Boyarin that appeared as
an appendix to his 1996 book Thinking in Jewish (University of Chicago Press), now
with a new foreword by the author. In calling attention to this essay, the editors of In
geveb encourage a continued rethinking of the futures of Yiddish Studies as a
discipline. This essay calls for an analysis of the particular modes of Yiddish culture,
its placement within and alongside Western discourse, and its relationship to other
contemporary articulations of the “minor” or the “marginal” in the academy. In
response to such theorists as Jacques Derrida, Walter Benjamin, Emmanuel Levinas,
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Boyarin attempts to outline the potential critical
interventions embedded in the study of and with Yiddish. Writing “in opposition to the
ironic or nostalgic discourse” often attached to the language, Boyarin looks to concepts
of Diaspora and postcatastrophe as possible modes for Yiddish science, while at the
same time remaining wary of the danger of such concepts becoming universalized
“with postmodern magic.”

Foreword

I can’t recall now exactly what inspired, more than twenty years ago now, the idea
of composing Yidishe visnshaft un di postmodern as the appendix to my book Thinking
in Jewish (1996). “Exactly” is a significant term in the previous sentence, because upon
just a bit of reflection, the frustrations and convictions that underlay that effort do come
readily to mind. My education in graduate school, more than a decade earlier, had been
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a bifurcated affair consisting of Yiddish studies at YIVO and Columbia, and critical
anthropology at the New School. During the mid-1980s, when I completed my
dissertation, and the following years when I was trying to turn it into a marketable book,
the notion of postmodernism was coming into critical discourse. Yet it seemed most
readily apposite to the ruins of European high modernism, rather than to “minor”
literatures and cultures.

I was able, just barely, at the end of my book Polish Jews in Paris: The
Ethnography of Memory (1991) to link my documentation of the life course of elderly
Yiddish-speaking immigrants to this intriguing new idea of postmodernism, by
describing their predicament as that of modern people (who had experienced all the
horrors of twentieth-century modernity) stuck in a postmodern age. It was, I suppose, a
preemptive strike against the notion that these people’s lives were not only marginal but
passe. In any case, what I aimed to say in that book’s conclusion was not only that the
legacy of these earlier immigrants called for renewed attention to different immigrants
coming to Europe in the 1980s, but that the very notion of the postmodern might have
something to do with the deindustrialization of Europe. I doubt that I quite grasped
then the implications of a massive move of production to parts of the globe with cheaper
labor costs. Nor, to be honest, would I have known quite how to link my ethnographic
account to this global phenomenon.

Postcoloniality, too, was a fresh term in those years, and I had long sensed that
the modern experience of Jews both inside and outside Europe was part and parcel of
what was commonly referred to as “the colonial encounter.” Much of my work around
that time was aimed at articulating connections between Jewishness and the experience
and responses of colonized peoples. Yet, as this essay tried to argue with particular
reference to the work of Gayatri Spivak, I sensed that critical studies of colonialism and
its aftermath commonly thought of Jewish history (if at all) as part of a separate,
contained, story of “Europe.” Thus Frantz Fanon, elsewhere extremely sensitive to the
implications of Jewish difference, famously described the Nazi genocide as a “family
quarrel.”™

My main effort to break through the cordon sanitaire between critical accounts of
Jewish identity and experience on one hand, and colonial discourse on the other—a
cordon sanitaire consisting of the borders of Europe, somehow reified and taken as
given for all time—was eventually realized in my book The Unconverted Self: Jews,
Indians, and the Identity of Christian Europe (2009). Somewhere in the course of my
reading of postcolonial texts from a wide range of languages and regions of the world, I
came across the Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s turn to writing in Kikuyu. Evidently,
it seemed, there were things he had to say that could only be said in that language.

At least that is the rationale that, in recollection, led me to write Yidishe visnshaft
un di postmodern. Consistent, I suppose, with an implicit notion of European Jews as
simultaneously participating in and resisting the dominant modernizing march of
European civilization, I perceived at least an undercurrent or minor note in
Yiddish-language secular scholarship that queried the universalist and progressivist
tenets of modernism. As my thesis was that somehow the specific Jewishness (here

! Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (London: Pluto Press, 1967), 115.
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called “yidishkayt”) of the Yiddish language provided the resources for the expression of
that minor note, the essay could only have been composed in Yiddish. And to translate
it myself, it seemed, would somehow have undermined that thesis.

I'm not sure how much effort I would spend in an all-out defense of those claims
today, and I'm pretty sure that, given the same assignment, I wouldn’t write the same
text today. But perhaps that response itself stems from looking at Naomi Seidman’s
wonderful translation (where the text is, so to speak, ofn far di goyim), rather than my
more hermetic original. She translates, for example (and accurately), “Yiddish reflects a
different light. Yiddish is not afraid to reflect in itself the humanity—the language, the
body—of the Other.” Surely this reflects a sentimental wish to construct Yiddish as a
richly-grounded particular identity that nevertheless is capacious enough to provide
space for all kinds of difference. I still believe Yiddish contains such resources. I suppose
I would be more hesitant today before suggesting that they are its essence.

Likewise, I am less confident of the clear distinction I try to draw between
Wissenschaft des Judentums and yidishe visnshaft. True, I hardly think that distinction
is spurious. Both the grammatical difference (Jewishness in a possessive construction in
the former—the science of Judaism—versus an adjective in the latter—Yiddish/Jewish
science) and the linguistic difference (one in a language designated as “German,” the
other in a language called “Jewish”) argue for a significant nuance. But I imagine that
many or most of the practitioners of yidishe visnshaft considered their efforts a
continuation rather than a break with the older Wissenschaft.

Beyond these scattered reconsiderations, I let the document stand on its own. I
have no idea, beyond Naomi’s original engagement, who has read the Yiddish text in the
intervening years or what they made of it. For, above and beyond arguing for the
relevance of Yiddish to what were then current ideas in critical theory, I also sought to
insert a few key aspects of those ideas into Yiddish discourse itself. Reviewing the text
these many years later, I am pleased to find that I ended with a question and an
invitation to “gather around” the question and continue to ask more. On the occasion of
this republication In geveb, I reissue that invitation, and I look forward to your
responses.

Yiddish Science and the Postmodern (1996)

It’s been said clearly and often enough: before we begin speaking of the new concept of
“postmodernity” as if it were an autonomous entity that had just been discovered, we
must pose a few preliminary questions. That is, what is it that the postmodern comes
“after?” And what, for that matter, do we mean by “modernity?”

And indeed we're accustomed to answering a question in the form of “What does
x mean?" with a solution in the form of “xis . ..” We would like to fill in, on the right
side of the small (but not innocent) word “is,” the value of the symbol x. We describe x.
The question we answer in this way is “What writing does x allow?”

What “modernity” allows us to write, however, is limitless. And we are still too
close to the modern world, too much in it, to be able to come up with an answer on one
foot. (That's why “modern" has two syllables, while “post” has only one.) “Modern” is no
longer sufficient for us, but that doesn't mean we can do without it altogether.

3



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (March 2016)

For that reason I'd like to try another approach to the previous question of
modernity. I would, rather, like to propose to you (to you, my friend who troubles to
keep Yiddish in your head) answers in the form of “x means modernity!” But aren’t there
dozens of discrete terms could take the place of that x? The difference is that this way we
can agree (or not: as long as you understand me) that yes—x is one thing that modernity
means.

So. My first solution, in that case, is “Wissenschaft des Judentums means
modernity.” In a way, Wissenschaft des Judentums seems to stand in a similar relation
to yidishkayt as “postmodernity” does to “modernity.” That is, we devise a word around
which we can gather—or better yet, atop which we can climb, in order to see down, look
back at what we, as humanity, have already experienced. But the analogy is more
interesting where it doesn’t hold, where it falls apart. Wissenschaft des Judentums
wants to control yidishkayt, wants to consider it, describe it, and—the pioneers said so
openly—bury it. The postmodern understands itself as an outgrowth of modernity, and
doesn't want to bury it, but rather to—maybe the proper word would be—heal it.

Another solution I would propose is this one: Continuity [hemshekh] means
modernity. One can see the ideology of continuity both in Yiddishism—there was once a
summer camp named “Hemshekh”—and in Judaism—just today there is a conference at
the Jewish Theological Seminary on the theme “Jewish Continuity since the
Enlightenment.” It might seem that by identifying continuity with modernity I may be
stretching the point a little. In a way continuity would mean not the modern, the violent
break with things-just-as-they-have-been-until-now; continuity would mean the
opposite of a revolt against convention. But I insist: if one already admits a struggle for
“continuity,” if one must put the stress on continuity (rather than, say, loss or
forgetting), one is already in a modern stance. And not, by the way, in a postmodern
stance, since postmodern thought doesn't subscribe to the idea of continuity. It insists,
rather, that “tradition” is never whole, that it’s never a perfect transfer from generation
to generation, that we annihilate memory or renew it at every moment in time.

Now I can approach a little more closely—although still indirectly—the
relationship between Yiddish science [yidishe visnshaft] and the postmodern. I can see
the way to Yiddish science clearly only when I go down the road of Wissenschaft des
Judentums a stretch. This brings into focus the difference between a world-language
and a folk-language. The very fact that Wissenschaft des Judentums demands to be
written in the Latin alphabet and Yiddish science is written in Hebrew letters testifies to
this. The fact that the German term is somewhat ambiguous—it implies at least a hint of
that which Jews know—demonstrates a certain nostalgia in the motivations of its
founders. But the principle factor is still the external, the controlling one.?

Yiddish science is different. Utterly different. Yiddish science is ambiguous
through and through. It is indeed a science, contemporary, secular. But it isn’t a field of
science. It’s a kind of science. It also isn’t yidishkayt itself. It's a creative hybrid. In that

2 See the description of English Orientalism in India: “One effect of establishing a version of the British
system [of education in india] was the development of an uneasy separation between disciplinary
formation in Sanskrit studies and the native, now alternative tradition of Sanskrit ‘high culture.” Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary
Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 282.
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way the concept of Yiddish science throws a question mark into the eyes of those who
would like to see Western discourse as a unit. There are still some people who consider
themselves insiders in that universal, enlightened conversation. They still believe that
their way is the way, that the hell of imperialism and the Nazi death-orgy haven’t
canceled their claims, that through them the world will be set free.

But Yiddish science throws the same question to the humanities as it does to
those who consider themselves outsiders in this Western conversation. They look at the
map that has only one color for all of Europe, and usually consider all of those who come
from there fellow-travelers to imperialism. They don't hear the conversation that goes
on around and against and under the Western conversation—the conversation of
Yiddish science. And it’s truly a loss for their own purposes too, since to a great extent it
was just that silenced Yiddish conversation that prepared Europe to hear their claims.

It is just this that should have been readily grasped by such an astute critic as
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, for example, whom I cited above. In her critical work she
clearly shows that she understands how she herself is both an “insider"—she teaches,
translates, and writes about European philosophy—and an outsider—her name and her
appearance attest to her Indian origin, to her connection with the formerly colonized.
Apparently she is not Jewish. And the name Spivak is actually a Polish one. But she
spells it in the English way, not as it's spelled in Polish . . . a sign that it was a Jewish
immigrant that carried this name. Usually it’s the wife of a famous person who is
overlooked, but in this case we don’t know or hear anything about Spivak’s Jewish
husband. All that’s left is the mark of yidishkayt. And if only “Spivak” were mentioned, I
might even have felt the urge to demonstrate how her subjective but carefully
thought-out criticism is a model for Yiddish science. That would certainly have
constituted Yiddish beyond a boundary.

But no. Even so insightful a person as G. Ch. Spivak, who knows that her India is
not the model of all Europe's “Others,” still divides the world into smaller geographical
worlds. The universal principle remains: Europe on one side against the third world on
the other. Proof of this lies in the fact that her book is called In Other Worlds.? When
Europe is seen as one imperial unit, Yiddish must remain unseen and unheard.

Spivak’s question in the essay I cited is: “Can the subaltern speak?” By subalterns
she means those colonized people who cannot attain a foothold in the hegemonic
sphere. The closest analogy I find in our world is with the victims of the last catastrophe,
and the masses of Jews that came before them, who were forgotten with their murder.
And indeed I believe that Nazism presented itself, to a great degree, with the same
imperialistic motivation of “silencing the Other.”

It's interesting that Spivak finds a fitting image for Europe as a proud,
self-originating sun,* throwing its intense light on others so that they cannot gaze upon
it directly. Yiddish is nothing like the sun. In Yiddish we would sooner sing the song
“Beautiful as the moon, shining like the stars. . . .” Yiddish reflects a different light.
Yiddish is not afraid to reflect in itself the humanity—the language, the body—of the
Other.

We make ourselves different in Yiddish. We take over pieces of someone else's

3 Gayatri Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York: Methuen, 1987).
4 Ibid., 274.



In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (March 2016)

language and make them our own. We lay the stress not only on our connection with
earlier generations, but also on our distance from them, in that our Yiddish is different
from theirs. But the most important thing is that a freely chosen linguistic alterity can be
an alterity without violence. And without chauvinistic myths. Maybe that’s because the
word “tongue" connects in itself physical substance and cultural expression. There is the
tongue that is part of the body and the tongue that is one’s language. And that is its great
power. Is that dangerous or necessary? Certainly it is both dangerous and necessary. I
want to stand by these two sentences simultaneously, so I write them in this way:

Is-that ™hatis dangerous er ™9 necessary

That is an altogether characteristic postmodern trick, the erased-that-one-can-still-read.
It seems to me that it’s also an altogether characteristic Jewish trick, as well. It’s a Greek
notion that the space in between is ruled out, that it's impossible for something to be
and not be at the same time. It could be, for example, that what a Jew
writes—particularly in a non-Jewish language—is Jewish and not Jewish at the same
time.

There are three great Jewish thinkers of our century much of whose work can be
seen as signposts leading toward a postmodern Jewish science. I want to bring in a
quote from each of them that swims up in my memory.

The first is the Algerian-born philosopher Jacques Derrida. Most of his work is in
the tradition of European-Hegelian speculation. Here and there, though, he explicitly
deals with Jewish themes. And in one essay dedicated to the French-Jewish poet
Edmond Jabes, Derrida writes that “the first thing that begins by describing itself is
Jewish history.” What does that mean? How can something describe itself and not exist
first? The solution, it seems to me, has to do with Derrida's general engagement with
texts, with writing, with written language. Derrida wants to bring out that there is no
such thing as unexamined history; and that there is no Jewish history to describe
without the book that is this history. In this way, Derrida paradoxically brings the entire
Torah as evidence that everything that is human is a human creation. Everything we
consider eternal is contingent. That doesn’t mean that it isn’t necessary; what are Jews
without Jewish history? Derrida reveals here a certain Jewish pride, as if to say: Jewish
thought understood before any other that we can only live, from generation to
generation, in the space between myth and heresy. “To begin by thinking oneself” is a
powerful and dangerous means of existence: When Jewish history stops considering
itself, only others will define Jewish history. But if history only considers itself, God
forbid, and it doesn’t live itself at all—it will cease to exist.

My second citation is from the German-Jewish critic Walter Benjamin, who died
in 1940, a victim of the Nazis and of his own hand. In his best-known work, “Theses on
the Philosophy of History,” Benjamin writes that the historian must understand history
as a battlefield. There is an enemy who wishes to smooth over history, stopping the
mouths of the dead, grinding their lives beneath the triumphant stream that leads
directly to a single legitimated present injustice. Therefore:

5 Jacques Derrida, “Edmond Jabés and the Question of the Book,” in Writing and Difference (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978), 65.
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in every era the attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away from
a conformism that is about to overpower it. . . . Only that historian will
have the gift of fanning the spark of hope in the past who is firmly
convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins.°

Even the dead: Benjamin himself emphasizes those three words. All of us who live with
and in history carry a kind of responsibility for the ancestors. History is truly a way of
saying Kaddish for the dead. Only the Kaddish prayer is a consolation, and history must
awaken . . . one’s yandes.”

The last in my trio is Emmanuel Levinas, a Lithuanian-born Jew who was
appointed director of the Alliance Israelite Universelle High School in Paris, and whose
star, in his advanced age, has climbed higher and higher in the skies of philosophy.
Levinas often writes explicitly on Jewish themes. In one such essay Levinas begins with
an insight that sounds like an answer to Derrida's above. He writes as follows:

The very fact of questioning one’s Jewish identity means it is already lost.
But by the same token, it is precisely through this kind of cross
examination that one still hangs on to it. Between already and still
Western Judaism walks a tightrope.®

Between already and still: That would work well as the title of a collective Jewish
autobiography of our time. But I believe that, to the extent that the problem of Jewish
existence consists in the question of how to go on after a break, the general problematic
of postmodernity resembles it: living in history, overcoming history. . . living through
just this contradiction.

To a great extent, one can say that postmodern thought takes shape in the
recognition that, actually, this is no contradiction. If the modern belief in progress sees
history as an automaton that pulls humanity along, then we cannot overcome it; we can
only swim along in the direction of historical progress, in obedience to the enlightened
guides. Postmodern thought, though, understands human history as a human creation.
And not created once and for all; the past is always being created anew according to the
needs of the present.

Certainly this is a frightening notion. George Orwell gave us a parable of where
this might lead in his novel 1984. In the world of 1984 the nightly newspapers are
changed, to make them fit the truths the government asserts. But we can turn the
postmodern “principle of historical uncertainty” differently, if we keep in mind
Benjamin's concern for the lives of the dead. In that way we can get beyond the modern
superstition that previous generations were not as wise as we are. And that is how we get

6 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations (New York; Schocken Books,
1969), 255.

7 The untranslatable term yandes signifies not only a sense of one’s ethnic identity but also an active and
ethical engagement in the world in conformity with one’s awareness of Jewish experience. See Mordkhe
Schaechter, “S’yandes,” Laytish mame-loshn (New York: League for Yiddish, 1986), 148—49.

8 Emmanuel Levinas, “Means of Identification,” Difficult Liberty: Essays on Judaism, trans. Sean Hand
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990 [1963]), 50.
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beyond the opposite Romantic superstition, that previous generations had the bountiful
powers of enchanting the world, while we are pathetically impoverished, spiritually
naked. Sometimes one can see a kind of reversal among elements of the three so-called
“eras” of the premodern, the modern, and the postmodern.

In this way, from the perspective of a basic postmodern principle—the
multiplicity and fragmentation of linguistic meaning— Rashi and Peretz Markish come
together. Rashi, more than once, I think, in his Torah commentary, provides an
explanation for how there can be a limitless number of commentaries on a single verse.
He introduces the image of a hammer on a rock, which shoots forth an infinite spray of
sparks in all directions. That is how many potentialities rest in the rock, and only as the
hammer—the tool of rabbinic homiletics—strikes does one see what lies within.
Markish’s metaphor reflects . . . refracts Rashi’s. He writes of a mirror that breaks
against a rock, not a hammer that strikes and is not stricken. And the mirror is the
deluded human being himself. Tragic in contrast with Rashi’s self-assurance. But
Markish the man, the modern Jew, became the mirror of a worldview that was utterly
incapable of admitting the multiplicity of meaning, of significance. So the smashing of
the mirror is a kind of newly won freedom, and the slivers so many kernels of a renewed
Jewish creativity.® Just as Rashi's hammer becomes a human-mirror, Rashi’s rock of
Torah becomes Markish’s pitiless rock of history.

Yiddish is the vessel that brings Rashi together with Markish. But I don’t want to
once again invest the connection with a kind of neutral continuity. For Rashi, who lived
in the creative era of the Early Commentators, multiplicity had the connotation of
abundance. For Markish, the shattering of univocal meaning took on the character of a
nightmare.

It would seem that, for our Yiddish, the metaphor of a mirror on a rock is more
appropriate. We understand Yiddish not as a medium, but rather as a part of our
fundamental being. And yet there is a contradiction within the Yiddishist conception of
the language, which wants to keep it whole, or make it whole again, as the “mirror of a
people.” I maintain that we must begin with the fragmentation of our language and
encourage the possibilities of the various fragments. Thus, for example, Yiddish will be
spoken the way it is written, not written as it is spoken, because the basic means of
communication of today’s secular Yiddish is writing, not speech. In the same way, I
suppose, it is better to view my Yiddish or your Yiddish not as various approximations of
an impossible Platonic ideal of Yiddish, but rather as so many fragmented Torah-sparks
of Yiddish that we study among others. I am against an artificial wholeness, that is; I
believe that it’s better not to chase after the Messiah in the past.

But Yiddish can be compared not only with Torah. We also understand the
language as a microcosm of folklife. For that reason it’s hard for Jews of an older
generation—for whom Yiddish really is the mother-tongue—even to grasp that there are

9 Markish's poem “Slivers” is included in the anthology A shpigl afn shteyn (Mirror on the Rock), edited
and with an introduction and notes by Chone Shmeruk (Tel Aviv: Goldene Kayt and Y. L. Peretz Press,
1964), 489. Interestingly, Rashi’s metaphor also serves as the title of another anthology: Hammer on the
Rock: A Midrash Reader, ed. Nahum Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1962).

1° That is the title of an anthology of Jewish poetry in French: Charles Dobzynski, ed., Le Miroir d'un
peuple (Paris: Gallimard, 1971).
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young people who know the language well. Outside the “traditional” Orthodox world,
where Yiddish is developing in an entirely different way, Yiddish is becoming more and
more the province of a learned elite. We must embrace that reality. But we must also not
forget that the core strength of Yiddish derives from the fact that Jews of all classes
spoke it, used it daily. Now, when Yiddish is no longer a street-language for us, no
longer a kitchen-language, the problem arises of how to take up the inheritance of a
living language.

I don't want to try to provide a solution on one foot. I only want to intimate that,
along with working hard at simply maintaining the living language, we must also learn
something from its decline. It seems to me, for instance, that we can draw a moral from
the association between Yiddish and the language of thieves. It involves the fact that
Jews, like thieves, were outsiders in relation to bourgeois society; Jews, like thieves,
possessed a “hidden” jargon;" some Jews lived in an “underworld” along with
non-Jewish criminals. But I think that the connection goes even deeper. From the
perspective of European Romantic nationalism, each nationality would normally be an
independent entity on its own land and speaking its own language. Yiddish doesn’t fit
into this fairytale. Yiddish freely takes here and there from the linguistic heritage of
other peoples. Yiddish is international. Yiddish is a border-smuggler; it really is a
language for transgressors; and that’s why they didn’t let it live. They wanted to
sentence Yiddish to death.

I write this in opposition to the ironic or nostalgic discourse of a lost or dreamed
Yiddishland. It’s better to keep in mind the Yiddish nowhere-land. One must live on this
earth, true; but to be entirely earthbound is also unhealthy. What I would like to oppose
to the association between land, folk, and language derives from the thematic of
Diaspora, which has an honorable, even primary place in the postmodern worldview.
Thus, for example, the editor of a new academic journal writes: “Today's diasporas seem
somehow normative, creating a pattern of human movement and instability, against
which geographical and territorial certainties seem increasingly fragile.” That which
once seemed an exceptional trait of the Jewish people seems more and more a human
norm. And this is as true for the humanities as it is for history itself. Thus, for example,
the word trace is important in Jacques Derrida’s writing. By this, Derrida wants to allow
for something similar to the previously discussed erased-that-one-can-still-read. A
remnant is what endures of an entity that has been forgotten. It does not allow for any
“further” creation from itself of a false, renewed wholeness, but, on the other hand, it is
also strong enough, present enough, to be able to destabilize the positive designs of a
here-and-now that wants to pretend ignorance. It’s no coincidence, it would seem, that
the Jew from Algeria became the French philosopher of the “trace,” or the “remnant.”
Jewish living-with-loss, the Jewish mode of holding one’s own in a foreign land, is a
model for postwar, postcatastrophe writing and thinking.*

But if the Yiddish word so easily universalizes itself with postmodern magic, what
in it remains, then, Jewish?

1 See Sander Gilman, Jewish Self Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language of the Jews
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986).

2 “Editor's Comment,” Public Culture 2, no. 1 (Fall 1989): 1.

13 See Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986).
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Let us not wipe away that question mark.
Let us rather gather around it, and let us ask more questions, and then some
more.
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“One effect of establishing a version of the British system [of education in India] was the development of
an uneasy separation between disciplinary formation in Sanskrit studies and the native, now alternative
traditions of Sanskrit ‘high culture.” Gayatry Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the
Interpretation of Culture, ed. by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1988), 282.

5 Gayatry Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York: Methuen, 1987).
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8 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books,

1969), 255.
9 Emmanuel Levinas, “Piéces d’identité,” in Difficile Liberté (Paris: Albin Michel, 1976), 74.
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