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Professar Aijaz Ahmad has taught English literature at
Rutgers University in the United States for the last twenty
years. Before going to the U.S., Ahmad had lived in both
Pakistan and India and established a considerable reputation
as a political activist and organizer with the sub-continental
left and as a contemporary poet of Urdu. Recently he returned
to India to take up a research post at the Nehru Memeorial
Museum and Library in New Delhi. Over the years he has
published poetry in Urdu, translations of poetry from other
languages as well as various books and articles cn society
and politics. His most recent book, /n Theory, published by
Verso, is a comprehensive and historical exploration of the
politics of the intersections of post-colonial. postmodern and-
poststruciuralist theory which has quickly provoked consider-
able controversy and. in some quarters, even hostility. His
next book, forthceming from Verso, is entitled: Contested
Terrains: Studies In the History and Historiography of
Nationalism,

Border/Lines:  The three of us have talked about how
today there is, on the one hand, an openness to theory but at
the same time there also seems to be a shutting down of cer-
tain guestions or positions particulary those related to
Marxism.5o while we were all pleased that your book
seemed to open up a space to address these issues again,
one of our questions to you would also be to tell us more
specifically what you mean by poststructuralism?

In the beginning of the book vou talk ahout a whole
engagement with continental theory—hermeneutics, Bakhtin,
Benjamin, Gramsci, but then later on, | guess as a polemical
term, this whole conglomeration becomes simply poststruc-
turalism. Yet | know from another of your essays that you
speak positively about Bakhtin, for example—who is some-
one I'm quite interested in. So | guess what | want to ask you
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is, firstly, how do you conceive of poststructuralism and sec-
ondly, what, if anything, would be the positive side of this
movement? '

Aijaz Ahmad: Ok, a couple of things. You might have
noticed that in my talk yesterday | said that | regret | will post-
pone my own engagement with poststructuralism yet again. |
was joking with myself hecause that is actually how | see
what I've done in this book. | have referred to poststructural-
ism but my concern has not been a systematic engagement
with. or developing a critique of it as a whole, but with the
ways in which certain poststructuralist positions resurface in
the kinds of writing and critical discourse I'm engaged with.
In other words, far me it is not an engagement with Foucault,
but the way Foucault resurfaces, let’s say, in Said's thought.

In the use that | make of Althusser's work, the engagement is

not with him but with how Atthusser’s arrival in the Anglo-
American academy is used to stage a new kind of Marxism in
which the question of class political agency and those kinds of
questions have been suppressed under the weight of very
heavy kinds of theoreticisms. Now in retrospect, | think that it
is somewhat unfortunate that | did that, that perhaps | should
have engaged someawhat more systematically with these
other positions that I'm mentioning. In the writings of the
kinds of critics that I'm tatking about, poststructuralism very
often resurfaces in the form of platitude, vast sorts of gener-
alizations, but also as a reference point which somehow vali-
dates this kind of work. So that's one sort of thing. [Secondly].
poststructuralism, as you very well know, is so vast a thing
that its boundaries are very hard to fix. Is Foucault a post
structuralist? Was Foucault a structuralist? At what point
does he cease to be one? If he never was a structuralist in
some precise sense, then in what sense could he himself be
a poststructuralist? The book that I'm doing now is not going
to be about literary theory. The historiography of Indian
nationalism will be a major concern there. There will be a
very lengthy chapter on Istamic movements and Islamic
nationalism.

| do think that one of the things one ahsolutely has to do is
to refuse this pressure that now all of history has to be re-




