‘New Directions in the Humanities’ conference report, July 2006

This was a very big conference with people from diverse fields and disciplines. Its overall theme was ‘Global and local dialogues in the Humanities’. However, there was a wide range of papers on such diverse themes as Tunisian feminisms (very interesting) and architecture. The report below focuses on papers that I consider to be directly relevant or of general interest to the Moving Manchester project. 

The greatest impression that I came away with is that scholars working in the field of contemporary literary studies, including diaspora theorists, are taking their reading material from the bestseller shelves of mainstream bookshops. This was most obviously true for postcolonial scholars of British writing, especially those who are not based in the UK. It’s understandable that scholars want to engage in with writing that receives a large national readership. But there is an urgent need to situate our work in relation to this brand of scholarship and to draw attention to the limitations that such practices potentially impose on studies of contemporary literature. Most concerning is the lack of critical engagement with publishing orthodoxies and with the marketing and reception of ‘black literature’ in particular. 

1. Diane Robinson-Dunn, ‘The nineteenth-century Muslim presence in the UK’.

Robinson-Dunn has just published a book with Manchester University Press entitled The Harem, Slavery and British Imperial Culture: Anglo-Muslim Relations in the late Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press and Palgrave MacMillan, 2006).  My impression of this study, judging from the quality of the paper, is that it offers a differentiated study of Anglo-Muslim relations in Britain and explores a range and variety of individual and collective responses to the Muslim presence. It also explores the actions and contributions of influential Muslims in a style reminiscent of The Manchester Jewry. She notes the presence of African and Middle Eastern migrants in the late nineteenth-century and has looked through the archives of the Liverpool Muslim Institute, the Oriental Institute and societies such as the Central National Mohmmedan Society and the British Red Crescent Society, which she believes ‘self-consciously promoted a British Muslim identity.’ Some of the wealthiest Muslims became quite well-quoted public figures and Robinson-Dunn observed that some of the most famous Muslims did a great deal to promote intercultural understanding. It seemed to me that the book would make very interesting reading. 

2. Dr. Susan Alice Fischer, ‘Migration and Identity in Contemporary Women’s London Narratives’  

Again, this paper focused on familiar writers such as Monica Ali and Andrea Levy to explore the re-writing of Britishness in contemporary London-centric narratives. In particular she was interested in the specific engagement with a particular space and focused on the ‘socio-spacial relations’ within London. She looked at the re-inscription of London’s contested spaces. Once again this paper was interesting in its understanding of London as a terminus and in its implicit sympathy for the politics of devolving diaspora.

3. Dr Renuka Rajaratnam, ‘The poetics of diaspora, identity and dialogic synthesis in contemporary British cross-cultural poetry’.

Dr. Rajaratnam is based at Manchester Metropolitan University, so I can follow this up with her. She refers to writers such as Walcott, Nichols, Zephaniah, Dabydeen, D’Aguiar and so on. She is very much in favour of keeping the term ‘diaspora’ and working with the concept. She recommends The Penguin Atlas of Diasporas as a useful source book on diaspora debates. However, the paper showed a real consciousness of the term’s contentiousness among some scholars, who argue that, as a theoretical model, ‘diaspora’ dehistoricises the past by privileging marginal experiences that were formerly unacknowledged.  However, she argues that ‘diaspora writing is a relevant literature of old histories retold within […a] contemporary context’. 

She notes the prevalence of the theme of ‘migration, exile […] conflicts of allegiance and displacement, dislocation and alienation’ in the work of poetry by Caribbean-British and South Asian British poets. She suggests that ‘the diaspora poetics voices the condition of alienation from both a native land and the ‘adopted’ land.’ She also suggests that the poetry offers its own ‘complex paradigms of cultural convergences’ and that it ‘constantly oscillate[s] between received traditions and new perspectives’, often ‘aesthetically articulating the torments of being on the edge, living ‘in-between’ conditions of two or more worlds, cultures and races’. She describes this as ‘synthesis’ rather than ‘syncretism’ because she prefers the notion of a mosaic (with all the pieces retaining their own colours and textures) rather than the idea of these separate elements merging into a unified form. She also points out that, according to Bakhtin’, dialogic encounters ‘d[o] not result in merging or mixing’. She therefore argues that ‘the model of dialogic synthesis represents an identity in difference but the politics involved in the poetics of dialogism often renders visible voices that are louder and more powerful than others’. 

Interestingly, she reminds us that George Lamming claimed ‘West Indian literature was created not in the Caribbean but in London’ and that exile was the very pre-condition for its existence. She notes that the gap between exclusion (scattering in the diasporic sense) and belonging (sowing in the diasporic sense) is the home. This is what James Procter argues in his study Dwelling Places. 

