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ABSTRACT: My essay explores the impact the scholarship of postcolonial studies 
had on the research imperatives and practices of Black American studies. I am 
going to argue that postcolonial, and in particular Black British cultural studies 
(the Black Atlantic), has contributed significantly to the “world-ing” of Black 
Studies (and, by extension, of ethnic and American studies), reconfiguring the 
American concept of ethnicity and expanding the American discourse on 
multiculturalism.  
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In the increasingly more and more globalized world, national, ethnic or 

even regional paradigms of thought are very hard to sustain. As languages 
and ideas circulate on an unprecedented scale, hybridity and multirootedness 
have an ever increasing worldwide impact on national and ethnic practices 
and canons. Black American studies have also been subjected to such 
critical interventions. In the last three decades it has been exposed to 
multiple challenges from such global frameworks of analysis as Atlantic 
studies, postcolonialism or international feminism. While feminist 
criticism produced a diverse array of gendered perspectives, the 
scholarship of postcolonial and cultural studies effected a shift from national 
to transnational perspective by exploring new frontiers of the African 
diaspora. With their innovating concepts these feminist, postcolonial and 
cultural studies critics have begun to reconfigure and expand the field of 
Black studies gradually erasing its insularity. 

This essay will particularly focus on the critical intervention that has 
come from the Caribbean-born British cultural studies theorists; first and 
foremost Paul Gilroy, the first critic to use the postcolonial frame of 
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reference to black American texts.1 Gilroy placed postcolonialism in 
dialogue with the major texts of Afro-American literary theory and applied 
it to Afro-American texts, mostly by Black American men who travelled 
across the Atlantic to Africa and Europe. The Black Atlantic: Modernity 
and Double Consciousness (1993) is Gilroy’s most important work to this 
day. It contests the way in which the Black minority within the USA 
adopted nationalist ideology to define their unity in opposition to the white 
mainstream culture. Gilroy dares Black Nationalist thinkers to investigate 
how their thinking about race and culture is configured by their 
embededness in the Enlightenment ideas and Romantic concepts of “race,” 
“people” and “nation.” He (Gilroy 1993: 30) provocatively contends that 
the intellectual heritage of Euro-American modernity determined the 
manner in which nationality has been understood by the majority of black 
people in the US. Despite many critiques of modernity, declarations of the 
crisis of modernity and predictions of its eclipse, there are quite a few 
Black intellectuals in the United States who are doggedly committed to the 
ideal of black exceptionalism, and who continue to theorize about the 
process of identity formation in concepts taken form the white tradition 
that they overtly discard. They often emphasize ancestry or roots as the 
foundation for identity, instead of thinking of identity as an ongoing quest, 
both spatial and spiritual. In Gilroy’s words (1993: 19): “modern black 
political culture has always been more interested in the relationship of the 
identity to roots and rootedness than in seeing identity as a process of 
movement and meditation that is more appropriately approached via the 
homonym routes.” Looking for roots or stable and presumably authentic 
forms of subjectivity and identification has been the main strategy for 
“nation” building and racial uplift ever since the post-emancipation period. 
This is how, argues Gilroy, the Euro-American tradition of thinking about 
identity and nation taught blacks to accept a modern concept of identity as 
something grounded in roots, folklore, racial and ethnic authenticity.  

                 
1 I use the term postcolonial also with reference to Gilroy’s theories. I am aware 
that postcolonialism and Black British cultural studies are separate disciplines that 
should not be conflated, but in view of the fact that Gilroy’s ideas had such a 
purchase among postcolonial thinkers, I think we can call Gilroy a postcolonial 
critic. Gilroy also owes much to postcolonial theory—he shares with the 
postcolonial critics interest in slavery, dislocation and concomitant diaspora. Like 
postcolonial critics he emphasizes that hybridity which produces anxiety and 
identity crisis is nevertheless a source of strength conferring on an individual a 
unique angle of vision. For Gilroy, However, the movement through spaces is 
more important than the experience of displacement and alienation. 
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It is a fact that the African American Studies that emerged as an 
institutional discipline in the Black Power era amidst the Civil Rights 
campaign was hinged upon a similar agenda; its primary aim was to 
legitimize the black culture as a national culture with its own ideas and 
forms of expression. African American or Black Studies rose in response 
to the problems of desegregation and institutional racism. This is why its 
scholarship was so narrow in focus—until the end of the previous century 
it was limited to US blacks and it ignored histories and experiences of 
other blacks in the Diaspora. This traditional disciplinary model, which 
takes the nation-state and the experience of the US blacks as its major unit 
of analysis, is becoming increasingly less and less popular, though it still 
has its proponents among well known black scholars such as Talmadge 
Anderson (Introduction to African American Studies published in 1992, 
updated and revised in 2007) and Maulana Karenga (Introduction to Black 
Studies 2002) to name just a few. 

In opposition to this nationalist and ethnically absolute approach that 
still to a certain extent characterizes the black culture of the US, Gilroy 
(1993: 15–16) proposes a Diaspora perspective which he calls the Black 
Atlantic and which is defined as “one single, complex unit of analysis.” It 
is “a formal unity of diverse cultural elements”; it is transcultural and 
international and therefore antithetical to the traditional national emphasis 
of African American Studies. The Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993: 28–29) 
“challenges the coherence of all narrow nationalist perspectives and points 
to the spurious invocation of ethnic particularity to enforce them and to 
ensue the tidy flow of cultural output into neat symmetrical units.” It seeks 
to dismantle literary canons, raised exclusively on a national basis, into 
which the literary productions of Black Atlantic populations have been 
segregated.  

I think that Gilroy’s application of postcolonial theory to deconstruct 
ethnic, national and regional paradigms is worth a closer look. In a 
brilliant tour-de-force Gilroy shows the legitimacy of using in the 
American context such postcolonial concepts as the “displacement,” 
“centre-periphery opposition” or “counter-discourse.”2 While the 

                 
2 In asserting similarities between American blacks and other blacks in the 
diaspora Gilroy also goes against much contemporary postcolonial criticism that 
excludes African American experience from the realm of postcolonialism. The 
Australian academics Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, who co-authored an important 
and contested study The Empire Writes Back, contend, for example, that the 
experience of Afro-Americans (1989: 19–20) is of “a Black majority in a rich and 
powerful white country” is too radically different from that of “the Black majority 
population of an independent nation.” African American Studies, the argument 
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postcolonial stress on displacement and identity crisis helps Gilroy to 
make sense of the feelings of attraction and repulsion that Afro-Americans 
feel towards modernity, the concept of historically and politically charged 
counter-discourse is used to describe the process through which Black 
intellectuals revise the dominant discourse. Gilroy (1993: 48) points to the 
interdependence of black and white thinkers and acknowledges the fact 
that in spite of their scepticism towards the ideology of progress many 
black intellectuals made good use of the ideologies of the West: “the 
intellectual and cultural achievements of the Black Atlantic populations 
exist partly inside and not always against the grand narrative of 
Enlightenment and its operational principles.” Thus, in Gilroy’s view, 
modern black political formations as well as cultural productions are not 
pure essences of blackness but an amalgamation of ideas of the 
Enlightenment, non-European, black linguistic tropes, signifiers or 
aesthetic ideas.  

A more pluralistic and libertarian standpoint that sees Black culture as 
a counter-discourse to modernity can help, in Gilroy’s opinion, to 
understand better its polyphonic quality and the strength it derives form its 
peculiar status inside and sometimes outside and in opposition to the 
assumptions of modernity. It is this special hybrid condition of existence 
that confers on Black people a unique perspective on Western civilization: 
“a privileged standpoint from which certain useful and critical perceptions 
about the modern world will become more likely” (Gilroy 1993: 111). It is 
this experience of being a cultural outsider as well as of dislocation that 
endows blacks with what Du Bois called “double consciousness”/“two-
ness” and what Richard Wright called “dreadful objectivity.” Therefore 
“writing back” to the discourse of Modernity is, according to Gilroy, the 
most salient feature of the Black Atlantic world in general and of Black 
American discourse in particular. 

Gilroy’s Black Atlantic model understandably sparked a widespread 
resistance among scholars of Black studies in the USA. Gilroy was 
criticized for his evident anti-nationalist contempt, for the omission of 
Africa in his model and for privileging the experiences of Black men. 
Nonetheless his new topical focus exerted an enormous impact on the 
research imperatives and practices of American Black studies. Gilroy 
found some allies among Black American intellectuals who appreciated 
and in some cases even anticipated Gilroy’s effort to push the discipline 
beyond its tunnel vision i.e. beyond “constraints of ethnicity and national 
                 
goes (Ashcroft et al. 1989: 6), “has had a widespread and often quite separate 
development from postcolonial studies, to which it is related only in a complex and 
ambiguous way.”  
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particularity” (Gilroy 1993: 19) and whose articulations filled the blank 
spaces of his model. There are, to name just a few, Black feminist scholars 
such as Carole Boyce Davies (1994), Veve Clarke (1990), Sheila Walker 
(2001) and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn (1989). Both Davies and Clarke, though 
they did not receive such serious critical acclaim as Gilroy, did as much as 
he to popularize African Diaspora Studies by developing undergraduate, 
graduate and doctoral programs.  

One of the most distinguished scholars whose work also cuts against 
the grain of the dialectic of Euro-American academic establishment 
“[mapping] the contested concept of culture in diasporic, postcolonial and 
multicultural spaces” (Mercer 3) is Henry Louis Gates Jr., whom Gilroy 
calls a cultural interventionist.4 This compliment was fully reciprocated by 
Gates (Gates 2010: 52), who asserted that the cultural studies movement in 
Great Britain was “a remarkable time of black creativity” whose 
achievements surpassed those of the Harlem Renaissance and The Black 
Arts Movement. In the words of Gates (2010: 53): “[distance] and 
displacement have their benefits [. . .] so it isn’t altogether surprising that 
one of the most provocative reflections on [. . .] the cultural politics of 
Black America should come across the Atlantic.”5  

Gates is one on the best known, most versatile and prolific Afro-
American critics who, like Gilroy, has been exploring the commonalities 
between the postcolonial discourse and dissident minority discourses 
within the US. As early as in 1985 he co-edited a special issue of Critical 
Inquiry titled “Race,” Writing and Difference consisting of fourteen 
essays by eminent theorists and scholars (Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, 
Gayatri Spivak, Barbara Johnson, Jacques Derrida, Gates himself). The 
majority of its articles dealt with the topics that today would be defined as 
postcolonial, while four others would be categorized as African American 
scholarship. This special issue constitutes a precedent of intersection of 
those two critical approaches. In the following decades the two disciplines 
coalesced and grew in terms of prominence and influence, yet the striking 
similarities between them were largely overlooked. 

                 
3 Kobena Mercer’s review of Gates’s book Tradition and the Black Atlantic: 
Critical Theory in the African Diaspora on amazon.com.  
4 Gilroy mentions C.L. R. James, Stuart Hill, Cornel West, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
Houston  
A. Baker, Jr., Anthony Appiah, Hazel Carby and bell hooks. In his opinion they 
were the first to articulate the ideas that white cultural theoreticians grapple with 
today, such as the issues of globalism or cultural hybridity. 
5 Gates said it in praise for the film Looking for Langston by British director Isaak 
Julien. 
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Gates is also intent, like Gilroy, on examining the hybrid and counter-
discursive character of black discourse. His literary theory of signifying, 
which resembles postcolonial counter-discourse and creative and 
transformative mimicry, is one of the most important instances of minority 
discourse in postcolonial analysis. Contrary to Gilroy, Gates focuses more 
on the literary aspect of Black literary tradition. His aim (Gates 1988: 
XXV) is “to account for the configuration of texts in their literary 
traditions.” Therefore he examines the intertextuality of African-American 
texts, which he defines (Gates 1989: 41) as the “non-thematic manner in 
which texts respond to other texts.” According to Gates the counter-
discursive character of black literary tradition can be traced back to the 
African trickster figure the Signifying Monkey and Esu-Elegbara—
Yoruba, the trickster and messenger. In short, signifying is a folkloric 
concept rooted in black vernacular tradition; it is a counter-discourse that 
uses mimicry to appropriate and subvert white models with black idiom 
and black language patterns (call-and-response, blues, storytelling, jazz 
improvisation, children’s games). Like in the postcolonial tradition of 
literary revisionism, signifying is used to discover points of difference 
between the metropolitan centre and the minority culture and to 
appropriate the English language which is transformed by Black authors 
into an English of their own.  

Gates’s most recent work relies even more heavily on the postcolonial 
and cultural studies theory. In his newest book Tradition and the Black 
Atlantic published this year, Gates traces the development of cultural 
studies theory form its beginning in the 1970s in Great Britain to its 
ascendancy in America in the 1980s amidst the so called “culture wars” 
i.e. heated debates over the meaning and vistas of multiculturalism. Gates 
relies on the critical insights of not only the founders of the cultural 
studies, such as Start Hall or Paul Gilroy, but also on postcolonial thinkers 
such as Frantz Fanon, to examine the uses for which their theories can be 
mobilized in the United States. He applies their theories to criticize the 
American model of multiculturalism which he (Gates 2010: 152) calls “a 
sort of federation of officially recognized cultural sovereignties.” This 
model imagines various constituent elements of multi-ethnic society as 
bubbles that collide with one another but still remain different and intact as 
if they (Gates 2010: 138) “[existed] in splendid isolation of one another.” 
It rests upon cultural fundamentalism, “the cult of ethnicity and the fetish 
of pluralism” (Gates 2010: 142). Consequently it cherishes cultural 
authenticity and purity, and it refuses to see culture as (Gates 2010: 146) 
“the result of intercultural relations of forces.” Such a model leaves no 
place for cultural, political or social exchange, it not only essentializes 
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culture but also occludes political and economic inequality of cultures. 
Gates quotes Hazel Carby, who likewise maintains that the idea of 
multiculturalism is used in a manipulative way—it excludes the concept of 
the dominant/mainstream culture and subordinate cultures and turns a 
blind eye to power relations between cultures:  

the paradigm of multiculturalism actually excludes the concept of 
dominant and subordinate cultures—either indigenous or migrant—and 
fails to recognize that the existence of racism relates to the possession and 
exercise of political-economic control and authority and also to forms of 
resistance to the power of dominant social groups. (Quoted in Gates 2010: 
142) 

Gates’s study can be seen as an attempt to use theories of postcolonial/ 
cultural studies to forge a new vision of multiculturalism that would make 
it possible for Americans to “go beyond the culture wars” and create a 
more just and egalitarian civil society. Even though the culture wars ended  
with the rise of Ethnic and Minority studies and the valorization of 
multiculturalism, it was time that showed the limitations of culturalism 
and American democratic pluralism. It is the failure of multiculturalism 
that, to my mind, has created a space for postcolonial and Black Atlantic 
intervention. Gates’s work, which I see as the ultimate product of that 
intervention, seems to me very important as it has the most practical goal 
to achieve—it aims at overcoming the impasse in which the politics of 
multiculturalism has found itself by building bridges not only between 
postcolonial and Black Studies scholarship, but also between postcolonial 
and Ethnic Studies scholarship. Gates’s interdisciplinary research, his 
“critical bricolage,”6 brings together a wide range of scholars and 
establishes multiple lines of communication between different theoretical 
praxes.  

Gates’s diagnosis of the pitfalls of American multiculturalism has an 
affinity with the work the most important of contemporary 
multiculturalists of the left7 i.e. David Hollinger. Hollinger descended 
from the school of Werner Sollors, one of the most important researchers 
of American ethnicity in the twentieth century. Hollinger admits that 
multiculturalism helped to recognize and appreciate cultural diversity. On 
the other hand, however, he argues in a vein similar to Gates stating that it 
failed to put an end to cultural denigration and the prevailing imbalance of 
power. He explains the intricacies of multiculturalism via the concept of 
                 
6 Gates’s words about his own tendency to combine Western and Black traditions. 
7 Their opponents are conservatives of the right for whom, as Gates observes, 
multiculturalism has always been “a slippery slope to anarchy and tribal war.” 
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an ethno-racial pentagram, a system of demographic classification similar 
to the model of bubbles, which divides Americans into separate wedges 
(Afro-Americans, Asians, Native Americans, etc.), with affiliation based 
on ethno-racial and political solidarity and “rooted” identity. He exposes 
the unity-in-difference ideology as a kind of exoticism that celebrates 
ethnic diversity and struggles to keep identities pure in an increasingly 
more and more hybrid environment. Multiculturalism, concludes 
Hollinger, only enhances fragmentation of the American society into 
competing ethnic enclaves, each concerned first and foremost with its own 
well being. 

In his important and frequently reprinted study Postethnic America: 
Beyond Multiculturalism, Hollinger encourages America to take one step 
beyond multiculturalism. It is a “cosmopolitan-inspired” step which 
favours voluntary affiliations among different communities and cultures. 
Hollinger builds upon Sollors’ division of identity narratives into those 
which rely on descent (family, ethnicity, national history) and those that 
rely on consent. Consequently there are communities of descent and 
communities of consent; there are identities and affiliations. It is clear that 
Hollinger grapples here with much the same issues as postcolonial critics 
though he uses a slightly different terminology. In the words of Hollinger 
(1995: 6) “the concept of identity is more psychological than social and it 
can hide the extent to which the achievement of identity is a social process 
by which a person becomes affiliated to one or more acculturating 
cohorts.” The concept of identity based on filial rootedness, argues 
Hollinger (1995: 6), “implies fixity and givenness while the word 
affiliation suggests a greater sense of flexibility.” “Affiliation is more 
performative,” claims Hollinger (1995: 7), “while identity suggests 
something that simply is.” This “performative affiliation” can be seen as a 
correlative for relational, hybrid or rhizomic identity, whereas Hollinger’s 
“identity” seems to be a different moniker for Gilroy’s concept of “rooted” 
identity. Thus Hollinger’s discussion on the politics of identity formation 
in American multicultural society bears a striking resemblance to that of 
postcolonial critics. It is based on the recognition of similar social and 
cultural processes that take place within the USA and many 
postcolonial/multiethnic nations.  

Hollinger, like Gates and many theorists of postcolonialism and 
globalism, believes that the twenty-first century is an age of affiliations, 
not identities. It is an age that requires a post-ethnic perspective that 
“denies neither history or biology, nor the need for affiliations, but it does 
deny that history and biology can provide a set of clear orders for the 
affiliations we are to make” (Hollinger 1995: 13). Hollinger is aware that 
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we may have had too many “posts” already, but his project of 
postethnicity “differs decisively from many posts of our times.” “Posting,” 
argues Hollinger, designates a corrective measure, a critical stance or a 
sceptical response. “Post” questioning the usefulness of previous 
paradigms poses questions about the limits and abuses of previous 
frameworks (Hollinger 1995: 5); it “is often a way of repudiating a 
preceding episode rather than building upon it and critically refining its 
contributions. Most vindicators of postmodernism scorn modernism, or are 
condescending towards it. Instead postethnicity is respectful of ethnicity,” 
but at the same time it emphasizes “the dynamic and changing character of 
many groups and is responsive to their potential for creating new cultural 
combinations” (Hollinger 1995: 3–4).  

Both Gates and Hollinger seem to rehearse Homi Bhabha’s warning 
(Bhabha 1994: 209)8 that “the exoticism of multiculturalism” and “the 
diversity of cultures” should be rejected for the sake of “inscription and 
articulation of cultures’ hybridity.” But neither Hollinger nor Gates 
actually mention Bhabha’s theory of hybridity or the term itself, though I 
think it might be useful. Clearly Bhabha’s concept of hybridity conflicts 
with the American model of multiculturalism, criticized by both Hollinger 
and Gates. This does not mean that Americanists are not familiar with the 
debates about hybridity. On the contrary no other postcolonial concept has  
gained such a widespread currency in American debates surrounding 
multiculturalism. As Bruce Simons (2000: 412) argues, “since Homi 
Bhabha inaugurated hybridity’s academic popularity in the United States 
no other word—with the possible exception of ‘postcolonial’ itself—has 
come under such scrutiny and critique.” Simons’s article sets out to 
examine “what happens to hybridity as it travels”: “What do Americanists 
mean when [they] write or say “hybridity”? “What difference have the 
debates in postcolonial studies made in and to the research, pedagogy and 
curricula that go under the name of American Studies?” In answer to these 
questions, Simons (2000: 414) concludes by quoting David Palumbo-Liu, 
that regrettably for the scholars of American Studies, hybridity is “a 
particular modification of the melting pot ideology.” Hybridity, pluralism 
and diversity are often “lined up as mutually defining and practically 
synonymous terms [. . .].” “Many critics have been astounded,” concludes 
Simon (2000: 414), “by the facility with which hybridity can be 
assimilated into a model of pluralists nationalism and used as a signifier of 

                 
8 Bhabha comes close to the idea of a melting pot—a ruling dogma prior to the 
emergence of multiculturalism in the 1980s. 
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ethnic diversity and cultural pluralism that connotes power blind 
celebration of multiplicity and difference.”  

The appropriation of the term “hybridity” by mainstream American 
Studies may be seen as symptomatic of a larger impulse on the part of 
American Studies to have an ideological control over the study of ethnicity 
and race in the United States. Ever since the culture wars were allegedly 
won,9 the departments of American, Black and Ethnic studies (as well as 
Women and Gender Studies) competed with one another for students, 
funds and reputation. John Carlos Rowe, the editor of an important study 
tellingly entitled Post-Nationalist American Studies, observes that in the 
midst of the 1980s “culture wars,” in the face of different ethnocentric 
nationalist movements (such as the Black Power Movement or “La 
Raza”—Chicano/a movement) the mainstream American Studies 
programs embarked on a multicultural project (Rowe 2000b: 6). “to avoid 
being perceived as ‘white heterosexual male studies’.” However, what 
seems to be more important is that today many scholars working outside 
American Studies programs see the adoption of multiculturalism as a 
concerted attempt to assimilate minority studies and to control difference. 
In view of the fact that many Ethnic Studies programs have been recently 
downsized, the “overarching” American Studies (Rowe 2000b: 11) “now 
[loom] large as a new imperializing force.”  

I think that this situation should make Black and Ethnic Studies natural 
allies. It calls for more interdisciplinary interaction between these two 
fields, between the works of such scholars as Gates or Hollinger, who are 
both acutely aware that the American culture wars are far from being over. 
In my opinion, Black Studies, which are increasingly transnational and 
comparative in outlook and which make good use of postcolonial and 
cultural studies theories, have the potential to change methodologies, areas 
and objects of study of not only Ethnic Studies but also American Studies. 
Not all scholars working in the field of traditional American Studies10 are 
conservative and reactionary; not all of them are committed to the 
celebration of American exceptionalism and cultural nationalism. There 

                 
9 Black, Ethnic and Women Studies entered the academia as a result of social 
movements of the 1960s such as the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power 
Movement, Women’s Movement, Gay and Lesbian Movement. 
10 By traditional American Studies I mean the version of American Studies that 
emerged during the Cold War era. It was based on narrow definitions of national 
character, Puritanism, isolationism, Manifest Destiny and the melting pot ideology. 
It was challenged in the 1960s by aforementioned social movements that objected 
to presenting America as (Rowe 2000a: 5) “economic, social and political utopia 
towards which other nations ought to aspire.” 
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are more and more scholars, who like John Carlos Rowe, see the 
limitations of the traditional model of American studies and call for new 
methods of study and new paradigms of research. They “seek to revise 
cultural nationalism and celebratory American exceptionalism” building 
on the scholarship of Black, Ethnic and also Women’s Studies. Rowe’s 
discussion of the future of American studies in Post-Nationalist American 
Studies proves that some channels of communication have already been 
established among Black, Ethnic and American scholarship. In fact, in my 
opinion, some of the most interesting recent work in the field of American 
Studies grapples with the ideas that postcolonial and British cultural 
studies have elaborated on for a few decades. Besides Rowe’s pioneering 
work: Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism: From the Revolution to 
World War II and Post-Nationalist American Studies, (the first book 
written, the second edited by him) there is also an interesting monograph 
by Amerjit Singh and Peter Schmidt on Postcolonial Theory and the 
United States. All three of these books that appeared at the turn of the 
century are focused on new theoretical imperatives in the field and its 
future prospects. Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism explores the 
subject of the North American Empire, the problem of internal 
colonization and the role of literary culture in disseminating the ideology 
of the American Empire. The study was inspired by Edward Said’s 
Culture and Imperialism and its title is a tribute to Said’s study. Post-
Nationalist American Studies discusses the persistence of US nationalism 
and potential rewards of assuming (Rowe 2000b: 2) a “less insular and 
parochial, and more internationalist and comparative” perspective. 
Postcolonial Theory and the U.S. includes diverse opinions about recent 
postcolonial and cultural studies interventions in the field of American, 
Black and Ethnic Studies, including the work of scholars who question the 
application of foreign paradigms to American culture. In the words of 
Rachel Adams “together [these books] show the potential of postcolonial 
studies to invigorate the field, they also reveal that American Studies has 
something to learn from its relatively new partner” (Adams 2011: 3). What 
American Studies can learn is a more inclusive perspective embracing the 
two Americas, the Pacific and various transatlantic routes. According to 
Rowe (2000b: 24–25) American studies now “tries to work genuinely as a 
comparativist discipline that will respect the many different social systems 
and cultural affiliations of America. Rather than treating such cultural 
differences as discrete entities, this new comparative approach stresses the 
ways different cultures are transformed by their contact and interaction 
with one another.”  
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The extent to which American Studies is being transformed by the 
interventions from within and outside the USA can be also illustrated by 
the titles of conferences and presidential addresses over the past fifteen 
years. The conferences have been devoted to: “American Studies and the 
Question of Empire: Histories Cultures and Practices” (1998), “Crossing 
Borders/Crossing Centuries” (1999); “The World in American Studies; 
American Studies in the World” (2000), “Ethnic Canons in Global 
Contexts” (2011) to name just a few. A number of essays have also 
detected the changing agenda of American Studies, for example Porter 
(1994), Jay (1991), Desmond and Dominguez (1996), , Sharpe (1995). The 
list can be completed with such anthologies Werbner and Modood (1997), 
Sollors and Dietrich (1994) and Sollors (1997). 

In conclusion, I think that in the years following the publication of The 
Black Atlantic, Black Studies gained immensely from the dialogue with 
postcolonial and Black British cultural studies. In the opinion of James 
Turner, from the prestigious Africana Studies and Research Centre at 
Cornell University, the most progressive contemporary Black scholarship 
is characterized by a sweeping global vision, an outlook that embraces the 
entire Black world or global Black experience. By adopting praxes from 
postcolonial and Black cultural studies, Black American criticism 
introduced into the American academia new theories with which to revise 
the American discourse of multiculturalism, nation and identity, proving 
that concepts imported from one discipline or culture into another can not 
only result in important advances in critical praxis but also in a new 
practice. I think we are witnessing a moment in which the disciplines of 
American and Ethnic Studies are being pushed beyond their national/ethnic 
structures, beyond their utopian unity-in-difference ideology. Thus the 
“post” in “post-ethnic” or “post-national” does not imply a development 
trajectory in which the “nation,” the “tribe” have been superseded by 
transnational or trans ethnic formalism, but it signals a desire to move 
from (Rowe 2000b: 7) “uncritical nationalist perspectives towards what 
has been variously called critical internationalism, transnationalism or 
globality.”11 Thanks to postcolonial interventions US scholars have a 

                 
11 Trevor Phillips “After 7/7: Sleepwalking to Segregation” is a speech delivered 
on 22 Sep. 2005 for the Manchester Council for Community Relations. In it Philips 
argues that the US uses multiculturalism to segregate its ethnically diverse 
populace: “Amongst America’s hyphenated identities, the part of their identity that 
marks them out as different seems to have becomes as important, or even more 
important, that the part that binds them together. Americans have all fetched up at 
the same restaurant; but every group has its own separate table, with its own menu, 
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chance to stop looking at their research solely through the prism of 
multiculturalism, so far the central organizing principle of how to study 
culture in the US that skews the field towards what seems to be an 
obsolete ideological position.12 Therefore building transatlantic bridges, 
through which ideas can freely pass, can in my opinion enrich the 
American academia and postcolonial and cultural studies as well so that 
we may begin to see in Spivak’s fashion how different theories intersect, 
complete one another or how they bring each other to crisis. Presently 
when some critics claim that both postcolonial and cultural studies are in 
their eclipse, American scholars working in the field of Black, Ethnic and 
American Studies show that postcolonial/cultural studies’ theories can still 
be useful when applied in another context. As Henry Louis Gates (2010: 
34) puts it:  

One might think that’s just the story of the world, given the way ideas 
circulate. If structuralism is passé in its land of origin, then ship it and it 
can have a new life across the channel, or across the Atlantic. Oscar Wilde 
once quipped that when good Americans die, they go to Paris. I think that 
in Paris, when good theories die, they go to New Haven or Ithaca.  

I think in this sense we might say that good theories never die, they 
simply migrate like people. In the work of contemporary American critics 
such as Gates, Hollinger, Rowe or Simons we can see what happens to 
these ideas as they travel. 

References 

Adams, R. 2011. “The Worlding of American Studies” [Online.] 
Available:  
http://racheladams.net/portfolio_item/the-worlding-of-american-studies 
[2012, February 02]. 

Anderson, T. 1992. Introduction to African American Studies: Cultural 
Concepts and Theory. Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt.  

Anderson, T. and J. Stuart. 2007. Introduction to African American 
Studies: Transdisciplinary Approaches and Implications. Baltimore: 
Imprint Editions.  

                 
its own waiters and its own way of paying the bill.” He argues that Great Britain 
should not imitate that model. 
12 As Gates argues multiculturalism, based on a post-war valorization of ethnicity, 
“reified conception of cultural membership borrowed from the social sciences of 
mid-century” (Gates 2010: 144). 



Towards the Post-ethnic American Studies? 
 

136

Ashroft, B., Griffiths, G. and Tiffin, H. 1989. The Empire Writes Back. 
London, New York: Routledge. 

Bhabha, H. 1994. The Location of Culture, New York: Routledge. 
Clarke, V. 1990. “Developing Diaspora Literacy.” In Out of the Kumbla: 

Women and Literature in the Caribbean. Trenton, NJ: Africa World 
Press. 

Davies, C.B. 1994. Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations of the 
Subject. London, New York: Routledge. 

Desmond, J.S. and Dominguez, V.R. 1996. “Resituating American Studies 
in a Critical Internationalism.” In American Quarterly 48 (Fall): 475–
490. 

Gates, H.L. Jr. 1989. Figures in Black. Signs and the “Racial” Self. 
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.  

Gates, H.L. Jr. 1988. The Signifying Monkey: a Theory of Afro-American 
Literary Criticism. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 

—. 2010. Tradition and the Black Atlantic: Critical Theory in the African 
Diaspora. New York: Basic Civitas Books. 

Gilroy, P. 1993. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double 
Consciousness. Cambridge, Massachusetts Harvard Press. 

Hollinger, D.A. 1995. Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism. New 
York: Basic Books. 

Jay G.S. 1991. “The End of American Literature.” In College English 
53.3: 264–281. 

Karenga, M. 2002. Introduction to Black Studies. Los Angeles: University 
of Sankore Press. 

Porter, C. 1994. “What We Know That We Don’t Know: Remapping 
American Literary studies.” In American Literary History 6.3: 467–
526. 

Rowe, J.C. 2000a. Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism: from the 
Revolution to World War II. New York: Oxford University Press. 

— (ed.). 2000b. Post-Nationalist American Studies. Berkley, Los Angeles, 
London: University of California Press.  

Singh, A. and Schmidt, P. 2000. Postcolonial Theory and the United 
States. Jackson: University of Mississippi Press. 

Said, E. 1993. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Knopf.  
Sharpe, J. 1995. “Is the United States Postcolonial? Transnationalism, 

Immigration and Race.” In Diaspora 4: 2. 
Simons, B. 2000. “Hybridity in Americas: Reading Condé, Mukerjee and 

Hawthorne.” In Postcolonial Theory and the United States. Jackson: 
University of Mississippi Press. 412–437. 



Izabella Penier 
 

137 

Sollors, W. and Dietrich, M. (eds.). 1994. The Black Columbiad: Defining 
Moments in African American Literature and Culture. Cambridge, MA 
and London: Harvard University Press. 

Sollors, W. (ed.) 1997. Neither Black nor White Yet Both: Thematic 
Explorations of Interracial Literature. New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Terborg-Penn, R., Harley, S. and Benton, A. (eds.) 1989. Women in Africa 
and the African Diaspora. Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard 
University Press. 

Walker, S. (ed.) 2001. African Roots, American Cultures: Africa in the 
Creation of the Americas. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Werbner, P. and Modood, T. (eds.) 1997. Debating Cultural Hybridity: 
Multi-cultural Identities and the Politics of Anti-racism. New York: 
Zed Books. 
 
 


	The Post-Marked World_hard_man_v1

