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Cosmopolitan and Vernacular in History

Sheldon Pollock

Few things seem to us as natural as the multiplicity of vernacular lan-
guages that different peoples use for making sense of life through texts,
hat is, tor making literature. And few things seem as unnatural as their
abandonment and gradual disappearance in the present. In fact, liter-
arv language loss is often viewed as part of a more general reduction
of cuitural diversity, one considered as dangerous as the reduction of
bological diversity to which it is often compared. The homogenization
or culture today, of which tanguage loss is one aspect, seems without
precedent tn human history, at keast for the scope, speed, and manner
in which changes are taking place,

This commonsense view of the world needs two unportant qualifi-
cations, First, the vernacular ways of being that we see vanishing every-
where were themselves created over time. These are not primeval ways
of autachthons, for autochthons (like the Spartoi of Thebes, “the sown
acople” born from the dragon teeth planted by Cadmus) do not exist
outside their own mythical self-representation. Second, by the very fact
of thelr creation, the pew vernaculars replaced a range of much older
cultural practices. These earlier practices, which seemed to belong to
evervivhere in general and nowhere in particular, affiliated their users to
a larger world rather than a smaller place. Thev were, in a sense to be ar-
gred out in this essay, cosmopolitan practices. These great ransforma-
tions in the course of the last two miilennia — fram the old cosmopolitan
to the vernacular, and from the vernacular to the new and disquieting
cosmopelitan of today—resulted from choices made by people at dif-
ferent times and places, for very complex reasons. Studying the history
of such cholces may have something important, perhaps even urgent,
to teil us about cholees available to us in the future.

In eariier work [ have studied the period toliowing the old cosmo-



politan epoch, which I called the verracidar saillenni.on’ This bega s
5 began

in southern Asia and western Euzope with remarkable simultasein
the early second millennium, and it developed with cqually rstril;mg
parallels over the tollowing fve centuries. [ sy “began” ernp;l'luticalf\.'_:
vernacular literary cultures were initiated by the conscious decisions u
writers to reshape the bounderies of their cultzral universe by renounc-
ing the farger world for the sraaller piace, and thev did w0 in full aware-
ness of the significance of their decision. New. local way« of making cul-
ture —with their wholly histcrical and factitious local fdentirie\\;and,
concomitanily, new ways of ovdering society and polity came into being,
replacing the older translocaiisin. These deveiopments in culture anLd
power are historically Hinked. at the very least by the tact that using a
aew language for communiceting Litersriiv o a community of read;rs
and listeners can consolidate fnor create -hat very cermmuunity, as both
a soclotextual and a political formation. )

While the literary-cultural processes nf -his reshaping are remarkablv
sunilar in southern Asia and western Eurnpe  the political logics thetx-
followed appear to have differ=d fundamentally. In Europe, vernacular-
ization accompanied and enabled the production of the nalion-state; in
India, it accompanied and erabled the production of a political form
we may neutrally call the vernacular politv, in order t signal its dif-
ference. In both worlds, however, vernacularization heiped injtiate an
early modern era, each again marked by its specific tvpe of modernity.
And it is only now for the first time, when this zpoch seems to be drav-
ing to a close as vernacular modes of culturs) and political being are
everywhere coming under powerful pressures from an altogether new
universalizing order of culture-power (call it globalization, or liberal-
1zation, or Americanization}, -hat we may begin to conceive of this past
history as a whole and make some sense of it for cultural and political
theory.

I'would like here to elaborate on these earlier arguments by situat-
ing the vernacular millenniur within a comparative-histarical account
of the cosmopolitanisms that sreceded it. These, too, comprised forms
of identity that reveal themselves as produced and entirety provisional:
they are located securely in time and in the choices made by the pro-
ducers of culture to participate in new frames of reference, routes of cie-
culation, and kinds of community. And each had its own specific politi-
cal logic, My concerns will be. first, with tracing the parallels between
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these casmopolitan formations, as well as the dramatic differences that
become perceptible when we place them side by side; and, second, with
considering the ways they may have contributed to shaping the ver-
nacuiar varieties that replaced them {whase histories, for their part,
can onlv briefly summarize here). Very different cosmopolitan and ver-
nacular practices have existed in the past, and these may have important
implications for future practices in the face of what often seems to be
the single. desperate choice we are offered: between, on the one hand,
a national vernacularity dressed in the frayed peried costume ot vio-
len vevanchism and benr on preserving difference at all costs and, on
the other, a clear-cutting, strip-mining muitinational cosmopolitanism
thal is bent, at all costs, on eliminating it.

Let mie take @ moment to explain howand why I proceed as [do inmy
historical analysis of cosmopolitan and vernacalar ways of being and
the kinds of cultural and political belonging to which they have related,
as weil us my purpose in trying to make sense of this history. First, my
intention here is to think about cosmopolitanism and vernacularism as
action rather than idea, as something people do rather than something
thev declare, as practice rather than provosition (least of all, philosophi-
cal proposition}. This enables us 1o see that some peaple in the past have
been able to be cosmopolitan or vernacular without directly profess-
ing either, perhaps even while finding it impossible rationally to justify
either, By contrast, the attempt to vindicate cosmopolitanism or ver-
nacularism —the procuction of the very discourse on the universal or
the particular— seems to entail an objectification and abstraction, and
their associated political practices, that have made the cosmopolitan so
often teke on the character of domination and the vernacular, that of
mmevitability,

Second, the specific practices | have in mind are those of literary cul-
ture, by which I mean most simply how people do things with texts:
writing. reciting, reading, copying, pristing, and circulating texts. These
may be expressive, discursive, or political texts, but T am interested at
present, above all, in the first kind. For purposes of our discussion hese,
cosmopolitan and vernacular can be taken as modes of literary {and
intellectual, and political) communication directed toward two differ-
ent audiences, whom lay actors know full well to be different. The one
is unbeunded and potentiallv infinite in extension; the other is practi-
cally hnite and bounded by other finite audiences, with whom, through
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the very dynamic of vernacularizatior, relutions of sver-increasing in-

communication come into being.’ We can thirk of -his most readily as

a distinction in communicative capacity and concerns betsween a lan-
guage that travels far and ane tha: travels little,

Doing things with text;, tha practices of Hterary culture, may seem

long way trom the desyerate choice menzioned above. And vet the
communication of literary culture imporzantly shupes the social and
political sensibilities that rake such choices possible. Literature, in par-
ticular, constitutes an especially sensitive gauge of sentiments of belong-
Ing: creating or consimning literature meanr for large worlds or smal}
places is a declaration of affiliation wwith that world or place. The pro-
duction and circulation of literature, azcordingly, ate utterly unlike the
production and circulation of hings. The universalization of particular
technologies or the particularization of universat ones that character-
ize a dominant form of contemporary globalization carries no hint of
belonging; the practices of literary culiure. by contrast, are practices of
attachment.”

As for the “literai‘y” ir oarticular, let o stress that this was no apen
category in the worlds and places unider consideration here, but some-
thing reducible and reduced to a theoretical and practical svstem of dif-
ferences from all other kinds of texts, a svstem of conventionality and
intenuonality. Although people who think zbout such things now can
perceive the literary in alt sorts of texts and all sorts of texts in the lit-
erary, in these earlier svstems not evervthing could be literature and
literature could not be evervthing. Az the beginning of the first millzp-
nium, Sanskrit and Latin writers had vet w read Derrida, and so thev
failed to grasp that thete is no wav ro identify the literary abject, that
literature has no essence, that the docimentary is irreducibly rhetori-
cal. Quite the contrary, Sanskrit literary theorists were true essentialists
in their search for what theyv called the “self” of poetry. 1f they failed
to agree on what it was, they had ne doubt it existed. Accordingly, the
instability of textual types that to our eves may be phenomenologically
obvious was to theirs ethno-epistemologically impossible —ang there-
fore historically irrelevant to us except as & second-order problem.:

Third, I consider the cosmopolitan and the vernacular comparatively
and historically, and I axiomaricaily rejec: the narrow European ana-
Iytical and temporal frameworks that are usuallv thought 1o contain
them. The absence nowadavs of any izierest in the macrohistorical re-
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construction and analvsis of these matters is little short of astonishing.

No doubt it is another consequence of what Norbert Elas once iden-
tified as the social science “retreat into the present” —this despite the
fact that social science is premised on a narrative of the pre-present,
especially the pre-modern, that s still onlv partially written.®

The practices of literary communication that actualize modes of cos-
mopelitan and vernacular belonging to be examined here are those of
soutzern Asta and western Europe, And since the analytical framework
is comparative and the temporal framework is vast, we need to think
in terms of elementary practices and to be drastically schematic and
shamelessly reductive. There exists a remarkable parallel i the histori-
cal development of Hiterary communication in these two worlds, where a
long period of cosmopalitan literary production was followed by a ver-
nacularity whose subsequent millennium-long ascendancy now every-
where shows signs of collapse. This historical symmetry, along with
a verv wide range of formal congruences, distinguishes the southern
Asian and western European cases sharply trom others. Contrast, for
example, the wide sphere of Chinese literary communication, where the
yernacular transformation in places like Vietnam or Korea accurred so
.ate as 10 appear to be the project of a dertvative modernization® That
sald, profound differences are to be found in the ideotogical forms and
i the modalities of soctal and political action to which these commu-
nicative practices relate and which they underwrate. One world presents
—and here are two sweeping generalizations for which some substan-
siation will be provided in what follows—what we may identify as a co-
ercive cosmopolitanism and a vernacularism of necessity, where partici-
pation in larger or smaller worlds is compelled by the state or demanded
by the blood; the other world preseats a voluntaristic cosmopolitanism
and a vernacularism of accommodation, where very different principles
are at work inviting afhiliation to these cultural-political orders.

Just as remarkable as the underdevelopment of macrohistorical com-
parativism is the fact that analyses of cosmopolitanism are themselves
rarely cosmopolitan. The widespread ahistoricism no doubt contributes
to this, as does the tendency to concentrate on proncuncements rather
than practices. Discussion tvpicallv takes place on a highly localized
conceptual terrain and in a very vernacular idiom constituted by Euro-
pean culture, But cosmopolitan is not necessarily to be equated with
a cultural-political form of universal reason, let alone with a universal
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church or empire, any raore then vernacwar is 2o be tzken to be synony-
mous with national. On the costrary, zs Lhave already suggesied, it has
historically been possible to be te one or the other without asserting
the compulsion of the national-cuitural through raik of mother- longue
and mother’s milk —of languave ar.d blood — or offering spuricus uni-
versalizations of this or that particular rationalits or deity or power,

As tmportast as it is ot to re:qy the cosmopalitan or the vernacu-
lar by foregrounding dactrines while ignoring aztious, we mus: guerd
against filling either category 1 advance with anv particular social or
political content. My swhole pein: here is to sugzest hasw variable this
content has been and tav still be. Yet it is no easy thing to think out-
side the Euro-forms, for taey inevitably prestructure tor us the content
of both the cosmopolitan and the vernacular. The verv terminology we
use imprisons us, assuming or the monwnt that we believe etvinology is
truth and predetermines the thougnt even of the etvimologicaliv igno-
rant. The term cosnopolitar presuppases 1 greal deal, while at the same
time it ironically undercuts its own Logic: it assumes the universal intel-
ligibility and applicability of a very paritcular and privileged mode of
political identity, citizeaship in the poifs or Greek citv-state. The term
vernacular, for its part, refers o avery particular axd unprivileged mode
of social identity-the language of the verna or house-born slave of
Republican Rome-—and is thus hobbled by its own particularity. since
there is no reason to helieve that everv varnacular is the idiom of the
humiliated demanding vindication.

All this is reasonably well knows, bt the constraints remair con-
siderable, and some scb olars have tried 1o r’ind wavs ot The alterna-
tives are scarcely less preblematic, howeyer, Take the binary “philologies
of community” and “philologies of contacl.” The iroublesome assump-
tions here are not hard to identify. For cne thing, community s posited
as existing primevallyuard prior to all interaction; for another, universel-
izing forms of culture ere implicitly supposed to affect communits froxn
the outside {through “conzact”). Communities, however, are over un-
created but rather creatc themselves through a process of interaction -
emulation, differentiaticn, and so on—with nop-community, or, rather,
with what by that very process becomes on-community, Any claim Lo
indigenousness thus becomes simply evidence of kistorical ignorance of
the source —or suppression of the suurce - from which the indigenous
has been borrowed. Glooal cultural “orms. ior their past, are generated
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frors within communities themselves, and thus oaly in a restricted sense
stand outside some of them. Instead of cosmopolitan and vernacular,
therstore, or any one of thelr conceptual derivatives, Ihwould actually
preter to use terms of Indzan culrures (Kannada, for example, or Telugn)
that inake far fewer assumptions — terms, tor example, that refer simply
to cultural practices of the great “Way” and those of “Place” {marga
and deshi, respectivelv). But, in fact, as we will see, those cultures” own
understanding of these terms significantly restricts their domain of ref-
ETelICe,

Last, one needs to ask clearly and unambiguousiv why we should
even bother o think historically about these matters. For this hardly
seerns meaningful anv longer in a world where last week’s news seems
to be history enough, and where historical thinking has anvway lost
its innocence to ideclogy critique, discourse analvsis, or — perhaps the
worst predator of all—boredom. The problem of why we want histort-
cal xnowledge has a degree of urgency divectly proportionate to our
awareness of the tact that the past 1y always written from location in the
present. In this case, nowever, it seems especially pressing since we are
dealing with a guestion that, atter all, we rajse because it is a matter not
of the past or even of the present but of the future —a matter of choices
vot to be made abous self and other, freedom and necessity, even war
and peace. Given all this, it serikes me as unhelpt Wi o sav (as a leading
intellectual historian of earlv modern Europe puisitin a recent analysis
of the history of liberty} that our historiographical purpose should be
simply to “uncover the often neglected riches of our intellectual heri-
tage and display them once more to view,” holding ourselves ‘aloof from
enthusiasm and indignation alike.™ The contlrmal invocation of this
sentiment of dispassion since Tacitus frst gave expression to it makes it
1o mere true or practicable, or anvihing mere than a preemptive strike
El.".:"'c_l‘.l"ltit critics, Our enthusiasm B.i‘kd. lll(ilgﬂtlt}l.}l‘l. mape our afgi,'rlﬂt_nt
witlv-nilly, One can hardby doubt, in fact, that the neo-Roman theoryvof
positive frecdom that the historian has so valuably reconstructed for us
is the theory he prefers. And it mmav reasonably se asked whether such
passtons do more (o andermine historical argurment the move thev are
suppressed.

We must come clean about our purposes, and the more modest these
purposes are, the better. There is nothing very problematic or theo-
reticaily interesting about examining the past to see how people have
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acted and tryving to undarstand the ccts with bad consequences and <he

acts with good. We do this even though we know that the historical
knowledge derived from such exanunaiion carries no guaantee of any

kind that better practices must gecessariiy follow. A history of the cos-
mopolitan and vernacular might therefvore seek —-enthusiastically and
indignantly —:o compate past cholees, wwhen the e have been choices,
in order to inform future ones. Sacn crvices will alivays be responses
to conditions of pelirics anc cuiture far meore complex than any single
account can hope to capture, cond.tions that sometimes seem 1o ex-
ceed the very possibility of intentional 20d knowledgeable action. But
it intentions and knowiedge count. good ntentionrs are betzer than bad,
and knowledge is better than igneraace. Shankarg, the eighth- century
Indran thinker, pur it with unargouable sunplicane: "Two persons may
perform the same act, boath the one who understands and the one who
does not, But understanding and fgnorance are different, and what cre
performs with understanding becomes fur stronger than what cne per-
forms in ignorance.””

The pertinence of mv long-teru and comparative historical analy-
sis of literary practices and the meaningfuiness of pasi cosmeoepolitan

and vernacular cholces o future or

25 will became raore intelligible if
we reformulate them i 4 ore familiar idiom. This T trv to provide in
the fatter part of this essiv by exansining how Antcnio Gramsel took up
these questions in the 5¢30s. | then briefy consider how several recent
attempts to rehabilizate vernacularism from the left mav be Mluminated
by this long-term earlier history. To these, n conclusion, are juxtaposed
the views of some postevlonial thinkers who —benefictaries again of a
historical traditton, bus one verv different from that of Europe — seer
te me to suggest possibls escape roules from the dilemma confroating
us in the disparate cosmepolitan-vernacalar contlicts {the case of Serbia
being paradigmatic] thas ciosed out the second millennium,

*

If we conceive of the practice of cosmoroiitanisn as Literary commu-
nication that travels far, indeed, without obstruction from any bound-
aries at all, and, mote Important, that thinks of iself as unbounded,
unobstructed, unlocated —writing of the great Wav, instead of the sma.l
Place —the world of writers and readers that Sanskrit produced, on the

one hand, and Latin on the other, are rezarkably simifar™ In addition
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tc theiy universalist spatiality, the two languages are comparable in their
teraporal development as written codes for what both conceptualized as
this-worldly {aukika, saeculare) commanication after centuries of the
Aturgical, magical, and generallv supramundane textuality (and largely
oral textuality} to which they had restricted “hemselves.

A dittle before the beginning of the first millerniam, after centuries
ot such geographical and discursive restriction, the two languages em-
barked on an extraordinary process of spatial dissemiination and ex-
pressive elaboration. Within four or five centuries, Sanskrit would be
round in use for literary and political discourse in an area that extended
from todav’s Afghanistan to Java and from Sri Lanka to Nepal. There
was nothing unusual about Anding a Chinese traveler studying San-
skrit grammar jp Sumatra in the seventh century, ag intellectual from
Srv Lanka writing Sanskrir Gterary theory in the northern Deccan in
the tenth, or Khmer princes composing Sanskrit political poetry for the
magrificent pillars of Mebon and Pre Rup in Angkor in the twelfth, Near
the end of the cosmopolitan epoch, the poet Bithana — who had himself
traveled in search of patronage through the subcontinent from Kashmur
tw Gujarat to Hanaras and south to Karnataka-—could announce that
“here 15 no village or country, no capital ¢ity or forest region, no plea-
sure gardes er school where Jearned and ignoranr. voung and old, male
and temale alike do not read my poems and shake with pleasure.” ' His
baast may have exaggerated the social circulation of his work, but he
was describing the universe for which Sanskrit poets and intellectuals
had been writing for the preceding thousand vears.

Halfawerid away, Latin had been disseminated across an equally vast
space. one that at the height of the empire extended on the west from
Britannia, Hispania, and Mauretania (in norzh Africa) to Mesopotamia
and Palestina in the east. And in places as diverse as Gallia, Lusitania,
Tripolitana, Egypt, Cappodocia, and Syria, wiiters were producing fit-
erature destined for circulation throughout this space.’” Horace could
claim readers ror his odes in Dacia and on the Black Sea, and Martial
could brag that his work traveled as qar as Brizannia and that in towns
on the Rhone in Galiia men voung and old. and girls as well, were read-
ing his epigrams.”” Unlike Sanskriz literary competence and commusni-
cation, which remained continuous throughout the first mitlennivm,
this grand model of Latinity would be disrupted (by the movements
of peoples, the destruction of educational institutions, and the general
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erosion of linguistic comperence’ i+ the “eurth, seventh, and terth cen-
turies, and attempts to recreate it fargel b state intervention (the Caro-
lingian and Ottonian renswais) would be made again and again, Cither-
wise, both the fact und the perespiicn of universality were i the two

cases remarkably analogous. This universality pertained to substunce.

100, as well as to space. T'or what pecple wrote was derived from simi-
lar modes of culturat discipline, carz ‘or lirguage, and study of literary
canons and masterworks of svstematic thought. Irra very literal sense.
both Sanskrit and Latin were writien t¢ be readable across space and
through time — as indeec. thev were,

With this pair of features, however —Lnbounded spatictemporai or
culation and normativity in lierarv and intellectual practice that sough:
to ensure that circularior: —the parallels hetween the two tvpes of cos-
mopolitanism end. In @] other respects. they differed as radicaliy as
the historical experiences that produced them. We may begin our brie?
review of these divergenczes by restating an earlier point about termi-
nology. It s striking to note that there is no specific Senskriz term wside
from the “Way” itself (which ftas narrow zpplication to the world of lit-
erary style) for referring to what, as a result, [have nemed the Sanskrit
cosmopolis.* Unlike the spatial category oriys fervarum and the liter-
arvand cultural category Latinitas, which both appear at the beginaing
of Latin’s cosmopolitan career {with Uicero} and become increasinglv
prominent in imperial Rome, there is no seit-generated deseriptor tor
either the spatial or the cultural sphers that Sanskrit created and inhab-
ited.™ Samskrti, the class cizing term adepted for translating “culture”
in many modern South Asian languages, is itself unatrested in Sanskrii
in this sense. The fact that Sanskni rever sought to theorize its own ani-
versality is consistent wity its entire histovical character as a cosmaopali-
tan tormation, ait alternative form of cosmepolitanism in which “hare,”
instead of being equared with “everviwhere” s equated with “nowhery
in particular.”

Latin traveled where it did as the lang.aage of a conguest state, frs:
Reoman and later (through what Claude Nicolet has cailed the “nos
talgia of ecumenism”} in the imperial recreations ander Charlemagne
and Otto, but also as the languuge of & nussionizing and eventually
a conquest church'® The state for which latin spoke was centralized
and militarized; it was srandardized {in terms of such things as cur-
rency and law), and rationalized, with poputations enumerated tor taxa-
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tion and territory delimited by frontiers thar could be very concrete in-
deed (Hadrian's wall in porthern Britain, now a tsesco World Heritage
lourist site, was designed as a twelve-foot-high, ten-foot-thick, seventy-
Fve-mile-long barvier 1o “separate the Romans from the barbarians™).
To impose it will, the Roman state emplaved coercion, taxation, legal
rachinery, intimidation. and, on occasion, a policy of Romanization
i cuitural and political behavior, with selective award of citizenship to
maorporate elites tromi the periphery.

As for the Latin language itself, wherever it traveled it obliterated
what it found. Iralic Dterary cultures and, later, those of the western
provinces {Gallic, Celtie, Iberian) gave way before the same combina-
tion of military victory and administrative coaptation, with profound
and lasting transformations of their cultural systems. By the end of the
first century 5.c., all languages other than Latin had disappeared from
the inscriptional record of Ttalv; Gallic and the languages of Theria van-
ished within a couple centuries of conguest: and Celtic scarcely was
perinitted to enter the record at all, even in areas where we know it
tong persisted as a medium of oral commurication. in North Africa,
Puricand Libyan maintained a documentary existence and oral vitality
for scime centuries, but their long-term wajectorv conformed to that
of every other language that confronted Latin: toward extinction. The
Romen Near East {west of the Fuphrates] was, according to Fergus Mil-
lar's recent study, the site of even more dramatic linguistic devastation:
Graeco-Roman imperial culture allowed little that preexisted to outlast
it 1n fact, only the fews and the Palmyrenes retained their pre-Roman
script languages,™

In other areas of lite, such as religious practices, there seems to be
evidence of a general indifference to the cultural diversity ot conquered
peoples, perhaps even an imperial policy of toleration. But in the do-
mains of both the literary and the political, Romanizalion represented
what has been called “a sort of decapitation of the conguered culture” "
Focusing on such practices of culture and power rather than on pro-
fessions of moral commitment thus gives us a rather ditferent vision of
Romran cosmopolitanism from what we might infer from the writings
of, sav, the Stoics, These thinkers may have thought themselves to be
kosmon politeis, citizens of the world (though thev never actually said
sorin Latin), but this seems at least in part owing to the fact that they
had been able to transrorm the fosmos into their polis, or, rather —as
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the poet Ovid put it cn the eve 0 Augusiug’s castern campalgn — 1o
transform the orbis Inta thedr nrks the world inte their own aitv Heve,
incidentally, we find the historical correlate of the theorstical objection
made to a recent accownt of Steic cosmapoitanis n — offered as & mocdel
tor fin-de-miiieénarre Americans unsvimpaibetic te the so-called national
conversation fn wiich they were being nvited to participate —namely,
that it is basically “an jr viration to those who are different . . to becorze
like us.”* Whoever coald not be incorparated into the singie Roman
city, such as the Parthizns (Rome's castern enem 2si, became sunject (o
an imperial political demonelogs that provokad no counterexpression
of cosmopolizan solidarity trom the Steics. In the race of such imperial
declarations as the one Avgustus roads i1 his ast testament ("When
foreign peopies counle safelv be perdoned [ have preferred to preserve
rathet than to exterminate thern;” —wverds written te make known 1o
foreign peoples Rome’s “powers of collective lite and death”}, the uni-
versalism the Stolcs offered was astonishingly rinid indesd.”

The Sanskrit cosmopelis was alsa ereated by action, though not the
actions of a conquest state. [t was made, insteac. by the circulation of
rraders, Hteratl, religioas professionals, and freelance adventurers. Co-
ercion, cooptation, jur.dical conrrel, ard even peravasion are nowhare
in evidence. Those wha participared in Sanskrit cosmepolitan culouye
chose to do 50, and cculd choose 1o do so. This was not, of course, a
world of absolute free will. 1o addition e evervday limits on life chances,
traces of archaic ritual restrictions on participation in some dimension
of Sanskrit culture {especially its arurgicel side] were preserved far into
the cosmopolitan period. The amiiviience about demotic participa-
tion in the Sanskrit cosmopolitan order is effecliveiy captured in 1 verse
found in a thirteenth-century antholozy, I praises the Sanskrit poeiry
of a simple potter, declaring that “caste 1s 1o constraint for those ren-
dered pure by the Goddess of Speech,” und n doing so affirms the old

restrictions on access to Sanskrit even as it seeks to deny them.™ Neither

was it a cosmnopelis ensirely without otherness. According to the repre-
sentation of the physical world that found its stable formulation by the
fifth century and was 0 be transmitted more or Jess anchanged tor a

thousand vears, the inhabitable sphere was a vast continent “ever beset

at its borders by the uncivilized.” ' But here agata, boundaries and cal-
tural restrictions had tar iess salienze in acton than thev may have kad

in representation. Contrast the very ditferent practices in owr two cos-
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mopolitan workds in the eerly centuries of the millennium at the point
where thev nearly met iz western Asia. Here Reme sougiat to contain it

no: destrov the region’s inkabitants — demonized by Horace as the Par-

re
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thes feraces, the fercclous Parthians—whiie at the same time peoples

akin 1o the Parthians, the Shakas and Kushanas, were migrating into the
southern Asian subconunent. The Shakas helped create the great cos-
mcpolitan cultural order of Sanskrit by producing the fiyst roval pub-
lic inscriptions that made use of the language (and, according to some
scholars, by stimulating the invention of naw genres of Sanskrit litera-
ture itself ¥; the Kushanas patronized new and highlv influential forms of
Sanskrit Buddhisin and established a remarkable transregional political
order that would ink Sceth and Central Asia.

The space of Sanskrit culture and the power that cultare articulated
were nevey demarcated in anv concrete tashion; the populations that
mbabited it were never emunerared; nowhere was a standardization
of leyal practices sought. bevond a vague conception of moral order
{dharma) to which power was universallv expected to profess its com-
mitiment. Nor was any attempt ever made to transform the world into
a mietropolltan center; in fact. no recognizable core-periphery concep-
tion ever prevailed in the Sanskrit cosmopolis. Everv center iwas in-
fimitely reproducible across cosmopoiitan space, such that the golden
Mount Meru and the river Ganga could be and were transported every-
where, As a result, peaple in teath-century Angkor or Java could see
themselves no less than people in tenth-century Karnataka as living not
i somnie overseas extension of India but inside “an Indian world”# The
production of this kind of feeling bevond one’s immediate environ-
ment, this vast cosmopoiitanization of southern Asia, bas rightly been
described as “one of the most impressive instances of large-scale accul-
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turation in tiwe history of the world.” = It comprised the svnthesis and
circulation of a wide range of culrural and political practices through
borrowing, lending, and perhaps even the convergent production of
comparable forms across a vast space. This entire culture-power com-
plex was invented on the fly, so to speak, whick makes the very idea of
“Indianization” or “Sanskritization” a crude sort of teleology, errone-
cusly presupposing as cause what was only produced as effect. More-
over, the processes of identity formartion, cultural choice, and politi-
cal governance invoived in the invention of the Sanskrit cosmopolitan

order can be very unfamiliar to us. Power, for example, was interested
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i culture but not inavoay that necessarily reduced cuiture to an insou-
ment of fegitimation, ¢35 Weberian ocivlogy might lead us to supposz
a priori. Here and elsevhere, we need to theorize ndian cosmopoliton-
131 from its etfects.

One such effect in the comais of language was that, tar from pro-
seribing local script vernaculars, sanskt medjated their creation everyv-
where it traveled and ofter at the very moment it arrived. To be sure,
these languages would He confine:d 1o the realm: o the documentarvand
excluded from that of tae expressive for sy centuries — half a milien-
nium in the case ot fovarese, Kanvada Telugu, or NMarvathi; 2 Foll wil-
lennium 1n the case o Khmer, Hindio or Newa i This was, [ belizve,
because the fiterary fitnction vas coterninous with the poitical fune-
tion, and the sphere of the political — “extending to the horizons™ -
was, by definizion, the exclusive preserve of a Sanskri: that knew no
boundaries but the horizons themselves-* But for local language to be
a tanguage of recard —to inscribe ¢ temple endewnient, a mortgage, a
deed —was for it o be an instruntent of centra: cultural signincance;

what we now call French and German were not authorized for such a

function until the tourieenth or #heenth century, An additional, sivall

but telling sign of the difference delween our swo cosmopoelitanisms is
the graphic sign itselt. Roman script was constitutive of Larin Htera-
ture: arma virusgue cano could be written in only & single alphaber.
The graphic forms of Sanskrit Hrerature, by contrast, were innumerable:
vagarthau iva sumprkicu could be inscribed in Jevanese script; in Thai,
Sinhala, and Grantha in Tamil country; and in sharada in Kashmit -
a substitutability unique among Benedict Anderson’s “lmmense com-
munities” of premodernity.”

Contrast, morcover, the twe foundetional cosmopolitan tictions
whose opening words have just been quoted —here § make 2 concession
to thinking about declarations, though thess remain declarations about

practices. At the opening of the Acnerd, Virgil “sings of arms and the

o
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man,” the flight from Trov to Ttalv. the ovigins of the Lazin people {geitus
Latinum?, the high walls of Rome, and inperius without end. In fis
fourth-century courtly epic, Ragfiivarisha, Kalidasa bows down to the

mother and father of the universe, who are “fused wgether like sound

and sense,” in order that he might more deeply understand sound and
sense when he tells the story of & universalistic political power, the «dy-

nasty of the mythopoetic Raghus iwhe ere only faintly allegorized to the
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imperial Guptas, unkike Aceneis to Augustus).™ The two texts are offering
as here two profoundly ditferent visions of the “cosmos” that is mean-
gl for human life: in the one case, the “circle of the lands” {orbis
rerrarum! that have fallen under Roman power, in the other, “all that
moves with lite” {jagar). They also offer two profoundly difterent con-
ceptions of how Hterary culture functions purposefully in the cosmos,
whether as a verbal nstrument for cefebrating power or as a celebration
i the power of the verbal Instrument itself.

We have thus two cosmopolitanisims, not a European comprehen-
sive universalism (as T. 5. Eliot, for instance, in his own provincia] way
theught of Virgiti and a narrow Asian particuiarism. They were gen-
erated bv a very similar set of literary practices that also underwrote,
n verv different wavs, a cow vision of power. And if the cosmopolitan-
sms were similar in transcending the local and stmulating feelings of
living in a large world, their modalities were radicallv different: the one

ceercive, the other volunraristic.
-

Thus a certain svmmetry allows for reasonable comparison between
the Sanskrit cosmopolis and Latinitas in the apen-endedness of their
spatializations and in the normative practices of literary communica-
tion intended to easure that texts could circulate across a cultural space
and time thought of as endless. The vernacular forsmations that super-
seded them, tor their part, have a range of parallels that are even more
astonishing, Like the two models of cosmopelitanism that thev replaced,
however, they show important and irreducible differences as weil. A
comparative argument about vernacularization obviously presupposes
sonie shared understanding of the object of analvsis. And it is precisely
because no such understanding exists that vernacularization, despite its
cructal importance, has so long been off the map of historical cultural
studies,

AsInoted at Lhe start, vernacularization is a new way of doing things
with texis, especially written literary texts. in a stay-at-home language.
By writien, 1 exclude the oral, even it the written may continue to be
performed and received nrally; by Fterary, | exclude the documentary.
Both these latter categories, the literary and the documentary, how-
ever porous in contemporary theoretical terms, are fully distinguish-
able within the subjective universe of the premodern actors involved. By
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stay-at-home, T exclude theweli-traveles cosmopoiitan idiom, and even
though stay-at-home lunguages mav scimetimes travel far and cventu-
ally become cosmuopoiian themseives ias in fact fappened with Latin?,
the moment of vernacclarization s chazacterized by a full if sometimes
anxiety-ridden awareness of afitliation to 2 domain of Hierary commii-
nication that is finite. And last, 5 pew | athrm rot anlv that vernacu-
larization begins but also that lay aciors wnow it begins or, rather, krnow
that they are beginning it. Vernacularization cannoi be explained by a

natural history of cultural change (“he sesult of an erosion of compe-

tence in a cosmopolitan 1dtom, for exarindlel, and it does not stand out-

side history (despite the commuon view that ever patatively inaugural

text abways presupposer lost predecassors, ad infinitum). Peopie nvens
vernacular Jiterary cultires as such, in the same wav as they invent the
[talian sonnet, the English epistolary novel, the Fannada chanpr, and
the Mavathi abhang.

Thus conceived, the process of vernacalarization represents « pro-
found and wholly actite historical transformaticn in literary-cultura)
practices, as well as in the practices of pulitical power that formed both
the narrative substance and real-world context of so much of the Htera-
ture in question. [t will be helpfu! here to review very briefly the his-
torical trajectory of vernacularization in western and southern Eurasia,
from its restricted beginnings in the lfast centuries of the first mitlen-
nium to its completion in most places biv the sixteenth century, while
at the saime tume noting the character af the political location in which
it was tostered and irs relationsaip towerd the cosmopuolitan aesthetic
thatitwould replace. Iy all these feztures - chironology, polity, the focal-
ization of the global —the southern Asian and westers Furopean cases
show quite remarkable parallets. \We will then be i a position te can-
sider the factors that make them ditferent and give one the character
of a vernacularization o necessity aind the other a vernacularization of
accommaodation,

The vernacularization of the Sanskris world began in the Jast cen-
tury of the first millennium in the cearal Deccan plateau. Here, In the
course of the ainth to cleventh ceniuries, Kannada and Telugu were
transtormed into languages tor literature and political expression afier
four or more centuries of subliterary existence, during which sanskrit

functioned as the sole medium for the production of literary and nop-
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documentary political texts. The constellation of political and aesthetic
reatures visible here manifests itself in manyv other regions over the
coming five centuries: ta a large degree, literary production consisted
of texts derived from cosinopolitan genves and of the appropriation of
manv of their formal feareres (in point of lexicon, metric, and the like).
But a new aesthetic of Place (deshi} moderated these borrowings by
balancing them with jocal forms, while at the same time new projects
of spatiality —a kind of vernacular chronotope, in Mikhail Bakhtin's
idiom, that lots out the domain of vernacular culture, that puts cul-
ture in its place tor the first time—began to tind expression in literary
texts.™ The primary stimujus tor vernacutarization in both cases was
arovided by the courts of the ruling dvnasties in Karnaraka (the Rash-
trekatas and Western Chalukvas) and Andhra (the Eastern Chalukyas),
wha had begun likewlse to turn increasingly to the vernacular as the
laféguage Of Chﬂ.]]Cc"i’l\" COMMuUBIcation.

Around the seme time, or In the next (ew centuries, across south-
een Asia vernacular cultures burst on the scene of literary history: Sn-
hata {ninth centurvy, Javanese (tenth}, Marathi {thirtzenth), Thai (four-
reenth), and Oriva {hfteenth}, among manv others. Again, this occurred
fargelv at the instigation of courtly elites: in Polonnarvwa in Sri Lanka;
in the emergent polities of Kadiri, Singhasari, and Majapahit of east-
ern Tava; among the Devagiri Yadavas of Mahavashtra (in this case the
work was in fact lost); at the That courts of Sukhotai and Avuthava; and
amonyg the Gangas and Gajapatis of Orissa. And everywhere, again, lit-
erarv idioms and models from cosmopolitar Sanskrit were assimilated
for the creation of literatures in regional fanguages, while reordered
notions of pelitical space and aspirations of governance were coded in
the new vernacular texts — texts that for the first time began to speak co-
herently of such places as “the cultivated-land of Kannada.” “the heart
of the land of Andhra,” and “Beauiiful Ladyv Lanka.” Even Tamil, the
one South Asian regional language with a bistorv of Jiterary prodnc-
iion that long antedated the start of the verpacular millennium, and
Hindi, which was almost certainly first fashioned into a vehicle for ver-
nacular literature outside the domain of the court by Sufi peets in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, begar: 1o develop new modes of ex-
pression and courtly characteristics during this period. In the first case,
this ook place under the imperial Cholas (ia the eleventh and tweltth

1 0f COSMOPOLITAN AND VERNACULAR !N HISTORY



centuries); in the second, 17 teok piace under north Indian principali:
ties such as Orcha and Govalior thar rell within the ower shadow of the
Mughals (in the fifteenth and sixeesnrh conturies:,

Individual e¢pisodes 1n the history of wernacularization in western:
Europe are better kinown, thoeugh iv bears repeating that a svnthetic ac-
count {which theorizes »ernacularity, establishes its historical trajes
tory, and explores its linkage to 130 padvical sphered remains o be
written, Western Evropean vernaculirization beging i carnest— with
the production of texts that enter 110 a secure tradition of reproduc.
tion and circulation —at the court of Aled in late-sinth-century En-
gland (thus virtually coatemporancousty with events in Karnataka).
Here Latinate literary culture, especiaily Liits renewed form during the
Carolinglan imperium, provides the modal comsciousiv follawed for an
intensive transtatior progrant usder direction of the cours intellectu-
als, who at the same time began to project 2 far mo e coherent vision of
territoriality and the unity ot Angelovan. [Uwas thes Tnsular vernaculay
culture that Anglo-Noriran elites discovered at the end o7 the elevenih
century, and when, as o1e recent study puts it, they were thus “con-
fronted . . . for the first t:me with the idea and the fact of 2n extensive
and glorions vernacular literature”™ they developed a French analog, the

“sudden 1ssue of imaginetive cultural eng

cering.” ™ The creation of a
continental French iiterary culture, fur izs part, begins soon thereafter
with an unprecedented proliferation of rew textualizations, above all
of the chanson de geste and related gonres. At precisely the same fdme
{but as far as we know, without direes connection?, courts in Qccitania
created a new genre of literature, the troubadour Lvric, that would help
stimulate comparable vernacular transformations at courts across the
western Mediterranean to Italy and Cermuany,

It was the corpus of rorthern French chanson de geste that would
provide the model tor the Poerna de mie Cid 11zo7). a wark witheut his-
torical precedent in any lberian langurage and which signals the begin-
ning of vernacular literature in Spain. In the same epoch, the court of
Castile fargely in imnation of the wonder thet hac been Cordoba} was
dramatically creating a vernacular docurnentary state of the sort we are
soon to find elsewhere i western Europe. This attained 1ts tulles: ex-
pression at the court of Alfenso X “El Sabio™ in the mid-thirteenth cen-
tury, where one major court project was 2 new law code in the vernacu-

lar, along with a new discourse on the history of the vernacular space
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VEstoiia de Espamna}™ In France, the process attaing its most power-
ful expression at the court of Frangeis [ in the rmd-sixteenth century.
writers of the Plélade such as Pierre Rensard saw themselves charged
with the task of securing the triumph of the vernacular, and their works
need to be understood in relation to the 2w forms of language govern-
mantality that the French court was then instituting,

There is no need here to provide turther detail or mention the other
well-<nown developments from Dante to Luther, but it1s worth noting
ope last example rom central Europe, which presents something of a
muodel instance of the entire process of culturat-political transformation
coraprised under the idea of vernacularization. (The vernacularization
of vaslern Europe follows an analogous pattern, though it occurs much
lazer and within the context of'a very different cosmepolitanism: Byzan-
tiwm and Eastern Christianity.) Among Hungarian-speaking peopies,
for almost half & miliernium the medium of textual preduction was ex-
clusivelv Latin. It is onlv in the sixteenth century, in a turn that may be
linked as much to new political energies stimulated by the Ottoman vic-
torv of 1526 as to the Retormation, that vernacular intellectuals begin to
inscribe Hungarian-language literary texts, aimost simultaneously pro-
cucing an entire apparatus of Hungarian literary culture on the Latin
ricdel (dictionaries, granunars, and histories!. Here the secial location
of vernacularization appears, exceptionally, ¢ occur cutside the centers
of political power, though it may have been vrecisely the instability of
the Hungarian court after 1306 that retarded the rurn toward regional-
language Jiterary production,

Even this brief review should sufiice to invite rethinking of a aum-
ber of long-held beliefs about vernacularization. Let me briefly fook at
three, First, we have seen repeatedly that the bearers of vernaculariza-
zion in both southern Asia and western Europe were the coltural and
palitical elites who were associated with or divectly controlled the roval
cour:. Gramsci and Baxhtin, two of the few thinkers to have understood
the significance of this transtormation while appreciating it as a politicat
and social {as well as cultural) phenomenon, were thus both wrong to
believe that the vernaculars in Europe were upraised against a Mandarin
Latinitv and came to be written down only when “the people” regained
importance, or that the vernacular fout courr vepresented a popular
social force ta be distinguished trom and set against an “official” Latin.>
Unquestionably, some altogether different cultural-political process is
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at work in the cases v have mentioncd. To understapd this process
means to understand, among cther things, the new and more hmited

vision of governande that seents ta be projected through new forms of

territorialization in early vermacuiar rexie. For it was now that. thanks w0
the work of lirerary vornacularization, repons came for the frst time
to be coherently conceprualized as s.ach «if not alwavs for the first tinw
to be actually named): “amil akam, Kannada nacu, Lanke, Maharash-
tra, Yavadvipa, England, France, Hispania.

Also wrong is the historiograpay thar (foliowing Lrnest Gellnerd
makes industrialization the engine zoy the vernaculay rransformation.™
We mav not be able to sav with precision what changess in the mmaterial
warld may have contributed te tae conditions ¢t possibility for ver-
nacularization, but it is certalniy <lear thrat monacausa cxplanations
have to be avoided. A vast expansion of agricultural praduction across
Eurasia; the developmant of a new, complex, and profitable interne-
tional trading network hat lnked Sruges in westernmost Evrope to
Hangchow i castern China through intermediar nodes in South Asia
such as Cambay and Cochin, and that reached its apogee in the mid-
fourteenth centurv: the movermnent of nonwedic peoples across Eurasia
that first made this network possinle and that powertully (1f differcn-
tiallv) affected the social and politice, conditions of southern Asie and
western Europe; the expansion of Isiam o7 its eastern and western fron-
tiers (recall that Gibraltar and Sing were both captured bv Arab armies
in the same vear, 7111 brirging new modalties of literary culture to India
while disrupting older forms of culrural reproduction in Europe —ait
these warld-historical events no duwbt balped create an envirommnest

in which, tor the first time, the cheice to think and write focally began
to make better sensc thao writing @nd thinking globallv.’® Then azain,
the “lonely hour of the last instance™ .n which the economi¢ js determi-
nant may never have arrived in this world - \\-'h}f, after ail. should the
social science logic of cavital ve genzralizable bevond capitalism? — and
something altogether different mayv be at issue in this transformarion,
something like peer-poiiry ermulation or a new aesthetic value of being
“In place.” Although difterent proximiate causes may thus be identified
for specific developments in different regions, there seems to have beer
a widely shared sense that evervbody was going native, as earfier thev
had gone global.

The third point iz need of rethinking ‘closely related to the first) 1s
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the standard assumption that counterdominant religious movements —
those in India grouped under the inadequate and historically vague
rerm devoticnalism {(Bhakir ), along with Buddhism in Southeast Asia,
and even the Retormation in Europe — drive forward vernacularization.
Vernacularization does not, generally speaking, have demotic spiritual
origins, but rather courtly, political-acsthetic origing. Here Buddhism,
a vehicle of widespread vernacular transformation in parts of Asia, is
typical in its sociul location among the mercantile, political, and cul-
tural efite. And whereas the development of new vernacular literary
cultures might sometimes draw on the encrgies of religious change, as
iy sixteenth~century Fungary or Suft northern india, many historical
cases show quite clearly that religious movernents often reacted agalnst
an already existing high vernacular {what | have cailed the cosmopoli-
tar vernacular) that attempred to replicate an imperial culture-power
formation at the regional level  In this, the Kannada case is again exem-
plarv. The Militant Shaiva {Virashaiva) movernenr that arose in Karna-
taka during the tweltth and thirteenth centurics advacated a relocalized
wlion:, perhaps even a return to prerpanuscript and preliterary culture
(since the vacanakaras or “makers of utterances” eschewed both high-
caltural genres and nscription as such}, and certainlv & political order
that did not seek regional empire.

Bug, again, with the creation ol the cosmopolitan vernacular, the new
reading communizies, and new visions of vernacular political space,
comparability between the two worlds of vernacuiarization ends.

Recently, T have tried 1o sketch out some of the remarkable di-
vergences n the conceptuaiization of the vernacularization process in
southern Asia and western Europe’ These pertain to every aspect of
Janguage ideclogy, including the sources and maral status of language
diversity, the correlation between language and community, and, per-
haps most important, the linkage between vernacular language and
political power. On all counts, the two cases present incommensurate
universes, While care for language was 2s intense in southern Asta as
anywhere in the world, no southern Asian writer before the colonial
period ever represented this care by means of an affective attachmen
to language, as Dante was the first to do when In the ntroduction
his Canvivie he spoke of “the natural love for one’s ewn language”™
“Not simplv love but the moest pertect love is what Tought to have, and

do have, for [my vernacular).”” Prior to Europeanization, no southern
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Asian writer ever bologized the velationship to the vernacular as one of
maternal generation; the netion “mothariongue” itselfl as schaolars bave
repeatedly noted, has no conceptual stztus whatever in pre-Luropean
South Asia.

Furthermore, no southern Asici writer ever held the view, common
at the start of the verracuar milennaim in Hurope, that “langueges
make peoples.” as the epigram of 4 tenth-century Christian post puis it
In fact— and here s a distinction [ae mickes a most serions difference —
there exists no explicit discourse vn vernacular language arging at all
that ties them with peoples, as there is 0o Jdiscoarse on the origins of

peoples themselves (dynastic Hincages :.‘?(ct‘ptedj. Orjﬁ%n:a of languages

and peoples, morphing into chrenicles and histories of kingdoms and
peoples, can fairlv be culled an obsession in Eurone durm\I the first natf

of the vernacular mitlennium, These include the late-:zu Heval snecula-

tions on the Greek sources of the Spanisi kinguage, the Celtic-Gellic or
Germanic-Frankish sonrces of Fronch, end the Celue-British sowrees of
English; the historical erigins mvihs thas trace the French o the Trofans
(end of the twelfth cenrury), the Scots 1o the Sovthians (13200, and the
Hungarians to the Huns (2283); and full-dress hiszorical narratives such
as the Anglo-Saxon Clironicles (icon), the Altonsine Estoria (ca. 1270),
and the Grandes chroriques de Franee {lale tourteenth century).”

In southern Asia, by contrast, if wve are to take seriouslv the term by
which people referred o the vernaculars —they are, atter all, hrst and
foremost the “languages of Place” Ldesin-biashar—then we must con-
clude it is as much region as anything “hat makes language. Kavnada,
tor example, is the tangaage of “the lapd ol black soil,” Malavaila] tha:
of “the sandatwood meuntains.” Dakani that of “the south,” Braj that
of the place of Krishna's birth, and Gwalaveri that of “the mouniain of
cowherds.” Thevare, accardingly. not tacts of bio'ogy, like the language
of the Franks, for example, or of the Angles, which would evertualy
underwrite a culture-power region of birth, the xatie. On the contrary,
in many cases thev seem to be facts of ecologv.” (How the culture of
Place, deshi, which for & millennium steod in contrast to the cosmopoii-
tan Way, marga, would be transformed uito Swadeshi — “our own place.”
thatis, "national” —in Indig’s earhy-twenticth-century eugagement with
colonialism, is @ story for another vocasion.

Nordid anv writer it southern Asia ever divectly link political oower

with linguistic particularism ke Lorenzo Jde” Mediai when he coun-
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soled Atteenta-century Florentines to “work for the enhancement of
Florentine power by wrising in Tuscan,” ar Wenceslas 11, who a cen-
tury earfier had been offered the crown of Poland on the grounds that
it 1s fitting rirat those who do not dider much in speaking the Slavic
janguage enjov the rule of a single prince.” No language in southern
Asia ever becane the target of divect roval regalation; sanctions were
never imposed 1~:qulrmg the use of ane (like French for legal practices
uader Frangels 1Y or prohibiting the use of another tlike Polish under
the Teutonic knights). indeed, around the time episodes of vernacular
extermination were occurring in Europe. vernacular Xings in what is
now Karnaraka were issuing roval inscriptions in Telugu in the east and
Marathi in the west, as well as in Kannada. and in their court they would
beentertained with songs in these languages as well as in Avadhi, Blhart,
Bengall, Oriva, and Madhvadeshiva — producing, in fact, a virtual cos-
monolitanism of the vernaculars®

inshort, all the indices of vernacular power that the hiszory of Europe
invites us to think of as constitutive of the vernacularization process are
absent in the histerical experience of southern Asia. If language was of
interest 1o courtly elites in southern Asta—and 1t was most certainly of
the greatest interest - the logic by which theyv conducted their cultural
politics was as untamiliar as that of their cosmocratic predecessors, for
whom Sanskrit's principal value seems to have resided in its capacity for
anaestheticization of the political. Thus, despite striking parallels in the
timmes and structures of cultural change, vernacularization in these two
worlds differed as profoundly as their respective torms of cosmopoli-
fanism, in Europe, we find evervivhere a necessary correlation between
people, polity, and language. [n South Asia, by contrast, there appears
to have been some linguistic and cultural zccommodation to the con-
ditions of a region cn the part of those who entered it; and it power
tyvpically expressed itself in the language of Place, power did not make
that language instrumental to its own self-canception, let alone to the
being of the citizen-subject.

W

Thus, around the beginning of the first millennium, two vast, histori-
cally influential supraregional cuttures and their associated conceptions
o power — Imperium sine fine (power without Jimit) and diganta rajya
{power to the horizonst —came inio existence at either end of Eurasia.
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They were discussively erabodied presmizently in o new literature that
could be read evervihers because it was compose:l iz a language tha:
traveled evervwhere. Thev shared a wide vaniety of additienal concerns

aswell: language discipline, normativity, Junonicity, rhetoric. By the ar-
rest of change and the erasure of the locei that they ensured, !l thesc
factors tended to promoie the emancipation of litzrature from space-
time — the great angst of the vernac ilar is its spativ.emporal entropy -~
precisely as political power was meart o be emancipated. The socil
processes by which these culteral Jorms were disserrinated and adopted
and promoted, however, had nothing waatever in comrmon. They re-
fated to power 11 wavs tnat differed as utterly as the practices of power
themselves, which shared little hevond belief in the infinizude of gover-
nance. The two formations are rightlv rezaracd as cosmopolitan, both
tor their conception of culture-poreer as nlimitec and for the varied
notions of belonging to - acting in, writing for, speaking o —a imit-
fess world that, at a certein level of consciausness, they most decicedly
comprised. [ have characterized the radical ditference in the processes
by which this consclousness was generated as ane betiveen compuision
and choice.

These cosmopolitan crders were dramiatically challenged by new
torms of culture and power that were brought into being around the
beginning of the second raillenniium and, within a few centuries, swere
transcended by these new torins alinost evervvhere. In neither world,
it should be stressed, was success ever trulv achleved in recowiling the
cosmopolitan and the vernacular, albeit both Latn and Sanskrit pre-
served a residual force into the nineteenth Zentury, providing a code for
the displav of schotarship or the cultivarion of nostaigic antiquarianism
by vernacular intellectuals and writers. We do not vet fuily understand
the precise material conditions tor the grear vernacular transformation,
any more than we undersiand those for the cuasi globalisms that pre-
ceded it. But even certitudz of the material grounds would seem to have
little bearing on our anzalvsis. What swe are able to perceive cleariv 15
that vernacular languages or languages of Place at that moment and for
the first time came to be used for producing sritten Heerary cultvres
and their concomitant poiitical cultures of the emergent documentary
states. They thus helped, in their different wavs, to cosstitute the nation-
states of Europe and the vernacular polities of southern Asiaz helped to
constitute, as well, the earlv modernicy thar these new cultural-politica!
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giv, arrived more or less

-

rormations represented, ang which, accordia
simultaneously and whollv independenty in the two regions.

Here, too, however, idmiogies of language and instrumentalities of
cuiture differed profoundly. In the one case, the refationship between
ditfferent peoples and their languages was determinate, so much so that
pearlehood became a tunction of language (a conception that, for all
the relativity and contingency that we find to undermine it, continues
to weaken strong minds)” In the other, this relationship seems almost
ccological: just as places create water and soil. so thev were thought vir-
tuadly to create languages, which people use like water or soil. Inwestern
burape, language was held to be subservient to power, Indeed, it be-
came explicttlv the “attendant of empire” {compuiiera del imperio) at the
verv moment that power was first projected ia a truly global manner in
iberian colonialismy (the famous phrase is Nebrija’s, who used it when
aedivating his Castilian grammar to Queen Isabella i 14¢2). In South
Asia, language was a vehicle of aesthetic distinction, stvie, or something
else that reveals no simple purpose to be explained according to the
fanctionalist models of modern soctal science. These differences [ have
sougnrl 1o order by identifving the first as a vernacularity of necessity
and the second as a vernacularity of accommodation.

tam verv much aware that this brief historv of cosmopolitanisin and
vernzcularism and thew elementary aspects has ignored vast complexi-
ties, JAn especially important omission, which would have required far
too much space to make good here, is discussion of the dialectic be-
tween cosmopolivan ard varnacunlar that creates them both (These cul-
tural forms ave not just historically constituted but mutually constitu-
tive, for if the vernacular Jocalizes the cosmopolitan as part of its own
self-constitution, it is often unsittinglv relocalizing what the cosmo-
politan borrowed from it in the first place.}* [ have had to vun the risk
of caricature, too, in creating a largely dermonic North to juxtapose to a
largelv angelic South, refreshing departure though that might seem; and
a complex process of change has been reduced by and large to a logic
of pure idealism. But, granting all these shortcomings, the historical re-
construction offered here does make claim to a certain reality that vet
further qualification should not be permitred to Hatten. Fivst, the cos-
mopolitan and the vernacular have been actual and profound culture-
powet alternatives in Asia no less than in Europe. Second, both were

evervwhere and always produced by deliberate choices and conscious
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practices. The transiormations we have vxamined in the wavs pzopl

make culture and organize power carnot be explained by the natural-
ization of cultural change, where mechanisms triggered by material or
technological innovation are thoughs simply to wrigger culrural evolu-
tion. By the same token. what somne are nclined te characterize as ver-
nacular primordiality is s rovwn to be a chimers; vernacularity has atwavs
vavever comparablie may ave

and evervwhere been produced. Third, &
been the basic conditions of possioility 1har obtained acress the Eur

asian world during tze ftteen-hundred-vear period that heiped produce
cultural and political change of w very comparable sort, the differences
in both the cosmopalitan and vernacular ior mations in the two spheres
are deep and irreducibie Al this prompis us to rethink the historical

character of local and supralocal attacaments, if onlv insotar as the pro-

cesses of literarv culture considered here—the production and circuia-

tion and conswmption of expressive texts —are able to embody them.

No tess complex than the problern of knowing this past, hawever,
is the question of witv wz want Lo know it at all. Can the wnderstand-
ing of such historical experiences a» we heve revieved here open up for
us a domain of alternattve possidpiiities at a e when the choices of
culture-power betore us il seem bud and the dileinmas intolerable ve
unavoldable? Cosmopolizanism and vernacularism in their contempo-
rarv Western torms — American globalization and ethnonationalism -
15 one siuch domain of bed optiens. [ is hard not 1o see thelr most de-
formed developments 1o the confronration betweer: Navo and Serbia
that closed out a century of confrontatiosn. No simple tormuala will cap-
ture the complexity of this confronzacion, but it is not too far wrong to
see it as pitting w dving vernacularity - or, at least, something that couid
be retailed as vernacularity to the poasie of Serbia — growa mistrasttul,
pathological, and cthaocidal, against a new kind of cosmopolitanizsm
with a mission that some have characrer.zed by the usetul if worrisome
oxymoron “militaristic Furianism”

India, for its part, is hardly immuve now to bad choices. The wovst at
present is that between w vernacularity mobilized ziong the most fragile
fault lines of region. religton. and caste and the grotesque mutation of
the toxins of postcolomisl ressentiment and modernitv knewn as #ia-
dutva, or fundamentalist Hinduism. Hindutva’s politicai organizatgion.
the Bharativa Janata Partv (s12; Indian People’s Partv), ook secure con-

trol of the national governmeat in March r998:its paramilitary wing. the
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Rashtriva Swavamsevak Sangh {rss; National Volunteers Union}, and
ity 1deological wing, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (vup; Werld Hindu
Couwncil), have now unprecedented access 1o central power. The very
rares of these groups now speak what had never been spoken before,
postulating in the one case 2 single Indian “veoplehood™ { janata) and
in the other Hinduism as an aggressive universalism {visia). The latter
is produced not by an affective attachment to the large world, but by the
disiceations of

spora, as a recent r$s tract i its own confused way

makess clear:

Fora Hindu, the entire universe is his home. Fe considers himself as
belonging to the whole world. For him, “Swadeshe bhuvanatrayan:”
[The triple world - earth, sky, and heaven —is one's own Place] is
nat a mere slogan, but is the very spirir ingrained in his mind. As
such, from tine inmmemorial, Hindus are widely spread the world
aver. Hindus reside in more than 150 countries and have been at-
hame wherever they have reached. In fact, in a couple of countries
lixe Mauritius, Fiji, Trinidad, etc.. they form the majority and by this
virtue aye occupving high positions in these countries. It is no won-
der that when swavamsevaks [rys cadresi, who take pride in being
the harbingers of the Sungh ideotogv, and who for other reasons go
abroad, also start Sangh Shakhas [Union branches] in countries they

choose to reside in ¥

Universalisin exists for the zss onky in the network of its branch
offices, in the magnitude and extent of its paramilitary network, This
Hindutva complex of which the rss is part, the so-called Sangh Parivar
{Family of Organizations]. as it has recently come to be known, instan-
Hates the very type of “reactionary mmodernism” fapuliar from interwar
Eurcpe: it 1s committed at once to & wholesate nuclearization of India’s
militayy capabilities {as demonstrated in the sye's Mav 1998 nuclear
test]. and to a cultura program of pseudotraditionalism that has cvni-
celty coopted and polluted the great cosmopolitan past. Thus the Bip
proclaimed 1999 the “Year of Sanskrit,” while the rss now cultivates the
practice at its branch meetings of issuing commands in Sanskrit. All this
is carried out 1 the name of a new swadeshi, a new militant vernacu-
larism. “The new watchword is ‘Swadeshi, ™ according to the 5y vice
president: “The world has been told in unmistakable terms that India
cannot be taken tor granted.”
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1 want to begin thinking about the <inds of cholces between the

cosmopolitan and the vernacular thar are 0w available — muostly bad
and bitter and sad chosces, it seems—in relaticn to the historical
past we have just surveved by puting them into & more familiar
idiom with a discussion of two short texis from the eary 19303 hy
Antonie Gramsci that are concerned with the vernacular-narional and
cosmopolitan-universalist problemmatics. Gramsci, t bears repeating, iv
virtually unique in the scaolarly record for the innevative and passion-

J

ate reflection he devored to the jarge questions of iterary cufture and

political power over the fong history of the West, tiough it is not clear

st the cott-

3

that he ever succesded i developing & coberent pos ticn ab
peting claims of the cosiopolitan and tre vernacular as either cultural
or political values. For one thing, he seeins to have placed the blame
for the failure of national conscieusness 1o develop in Italv on a certain
“cosmopaolitan casteism” and the leng-term alienction of the intellec
tual class trom the srate, something intirearely connected in Gramsci’s
mind with the confipuing use of Latin and the concomitant faijure

of a pational language - Indeed, Darte’s “illustricns vernacular”™ —ta

come into being. The very develepiment of his notion of tae “naticnal-

popular,n however, es a dure strategy for mass mobilization hevond the

Communist Party proper suggests his regret at the urhappy kinds of

compromises required at that historical ‘uncture, to sav nothing of his
appreciation of the sheer factitiousness of the national sentiment nself,
I doubt I am alone in uffen sensing here a tension i Grarmscl’s thoughs
between, on the one hard, an idesl of cultural cosmoepelitanism and

political internationalism and, on the other, the very pragmatic pres-

sures of national-popular action The two small texts to be considered
meditate, in their own wiy, on these problesis.

The first of these texts is actuallv a summary of ard comment on an
article published in 1929 bv Julien Berda with whose ideal of the intel-
lectual “non-pratique” Gramsct must otierwise bave had no sympa-
thy} concerning the relationship between the martivular and the univer-
sal in literature.® Benda notes that seyious people —he mentions Andre
Gide—believe a writer able to serve the general inerest only to the de-
gree that he or she produces work that is more particular, Gide himselr
had originally developed this idea within @ purely acstheticist paradigm:
one cannat promote the universal or anv other geod without the per-
fection of “artistic power. however defined,” and the latrer is sometaing
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atways derived from and depending on the particular. The particular for
ety in the 10208, however, was, preciseiv, the national: the question
benda and Gramsci accordingly ask is whether being particular itself is
necessarily a tunction of being national, as many conservative intellec-
tunis insisted, such as those who in 1919 asked in a public manifesto, “Is
it not by pationalizing itself that a Literature rakes on a more upiver-
sel signification, a more humanly general interest? ... Is it not a pro-
found error to believe that one can work on behali of European culture
terough a denationalized literature?™ s

What interests me in these reflections on the literary particular, be-
vond the genealogy of the idea and its remarkable implications — that
the particular is the real general and that pationalism may “equivocate”
as the true universalism —is the response offered by Benda and endorsed
bw Gramscl. This takes two forms. For one, the national particular is
sald to be valy a "rst-degree” variety, rather like the species category
“roammal” that chavacterizes all humans, whereas a “second degree”
of particularization. and the more important, is a function of distin-
gilishing aneselr from one's tellow citizens.® For wnother —and this is
the far more poweriul insight —Benda and Gramsci differentiate be-
tween two modalities of particularitv: there i3 a vadical difference, as
they emphatically put it, between being particular and preaching par-
ticularism. Expressed in the terms that have been used in the present
essav, this distinction comprises the understanding that while vernacu-
larity s essential for art and for life, we can distinguish between a ver-
nacularity of necessity and one of accommodation and strive somehow
to achieve the latter,”

‘The second text is a brief comment on the past and future of the idea
of the Tralian nation-state. Gramsci raises the question of the universal
while pursuing the same basic problem as in the first text, wondering
neww whether the torces that produced the unification of Italy must also
mevitebly produce a militaristic naticnalism.™ His response is actually
rather curious. He argues that such nationalism is antihistorical: “1t is,
in reality, contrary to all the Tralian raditions, first Roman and then
Cathoiic,” which he tells us are cosmopolitan. But then, as if sensing
how unhistorical or incomplete is the answer he has just given, he asks
whether 2 new type of cosmopolitanism may cver be passible, beyand
“rationalism and mifitaristic imperialism: Not the citizen of the world

as civis romranus or as Catholic but as a producer of civilization,”® In
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othet words: Is 1t at all possible 1o be universal without preaching wi-
versalism?
The antinomy between the particular and the universal, the wer

L

nacular and the cosmopolitar, the nazonal and the interpational — not
all precisely the same phenomenoen, 1 be sure, but now inestricabl
linked — has lost dttle of its salience since Gramsor's dav. Quite the con-
trary, it seers to have shown 1tselt to be ever more urgent and intrac-
table, with new and even more complex versions of vernacularity de-
veloping in response to what i }_‘.'eru.u-_‘ived as cosmoapalitanism n it
uglv-American embodiment. To get @ sense of where we stand naw, it
may be helptul to loak verv brietly at bvo recent attempts made by ver
accomplished thinkers, inheritors of ene of the historical types of ver-
nacularism and cosmopohmmsm whase genesis we have traved, to re-
habilitate the nariona -vernaculay uncer a liberal or progressive guise,
tn conclusion, we car ask whether any response 1o this new ndigen-
ism mayv be available n a posicolonia’ism that may be thought siil o
bear the impress or stoved energy - ot whatever may be the rigit meta.
phor—of those other, very differsrt svpes of cosmopolitan and ver-
nacular histories.

In his recent book on multiceiivral sitizenship, Will Kymlicka intro-

N

duces the idea of what he calls “societal culture.” This, we are tald, is "

culture which provides its members with meaningful wavs of tife across

the full range of human activities, ircluding social, educatmnal, veii-
gious, recreational. ar.d economic life, encompassing both public and
private spheres.” i tact, these turn out to be no different from national
cultures and are said to constitue the trae basis ol freedom. While
Kymlicka is aware thar the congeries of practices he terms societal cul-
tures “did not always exist” but derive (in accordance with Gellna

flawed theory) from tae new elevation of the vernacular in the service
of the educational homogenization required by industrializaticn, they

somehow escape the historicity or the nineteenth-century momeat of

their genesis, Vernacular cuitures ere given and there: they demand un-
equivocally 1o be accommodated Tust as thev ave, unguestioned inn any
way about their present, let alote historical, constitution. In fact. thev
are portrayed as the only “meaningful context of choice for people” and
worth preserving at all costs. Vielations ot the spave of vernacular cul-
tures, accordingly -~ through open borders, for example —would be «
disaster since “people’s own national commuaity would be overrun by
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settlers from other cultures. and . .. thevwould be unable to ensure their
survival as o distinet naizonal culrure” Most people (somehow Kvm-
iicka knows most people] “would rather be free and equal within their
own nation . . . than be free and equal citizens of the world, if this means
they are fess likely to be able to live and work in their own fanguage and
cultare”™ A necessary vernacularism if there ever was one.

Tom Nairn has a less openly culturologicai defense of vernacular
nationalism; he approaches the problem through the domain of the
po:tical. Nairn argues that the events of 193y buried the old internation-
alism of promoting working-class solidarity to counreract capitalism
and nationalisim, In its place has come “internationality,” the bland but
dangerous homogenization of the world whose very effect {a familiar
argument herel 15 to produce local resistance, often violent resistance,
The onlv way forward now, we are nstructed, nwust be through and not
ourside nationalism {an< of course through l,apmi m). All that inter-
narionalists have left to do s 1o “decide what sort of nationalists they
will become.” In other words, the only way to be universal now is to be
national, As for the dangers? Well, asks Nairn, “Are the fragmentation
and anarchy really so bad?” These words were written two vears into
the siege of Sarajevo, five vears into the renewed struggle in Kashmir,
ter: vears into the movement for Tamil Eelam —with Rwanda one vear
awav, Chechnya two, Srebrenica three. Of course, these are not identi-
cal situations —nor have all twentieth-century horrors, many far worse
than these, been wholly subsumable under the extreme vernacular mo-
bilization of nationalisni Yet each of these recent cases seems to me to
be poised in its own way on the particularistic brink, the vernacular —or
wheat Nairn calls the "Ethnic Abvss.” which seems increasingly resistant
to Nairn'’s denial that “there is no abyss, in the hvsterical-liberal sense.”™

Kymiicka and Nairn represent a wide range of thinkers for whom ver-
nacularity stands ovtside history (except to the degree that historv con-
tinually demonstrates is necessity) and constizates an essential com-
ponent of human existence. They therefore hold the conservation of
vernacular culture and the acquisition of vernacular polity — now coter-
mineus with nationalism —to be a categorical imperative in the face of
a universalism seen onlv as compulsory. To such a vision of the present
andt future we may juxtapose the perspective of those who have in-
herited {if not alwavs self-awarely) the verv different waditions of the
South Asian cosmopolitan and vernacular sketched out in the fore-
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going pages. These are legatees, 0 addirion, of the world’s longest and
most fraught engagerent with gonalization in irs harshest forms, colo-
nialism. Tt s a striking fact that one tnds awong these ntetlectuals so
rich an inventory of sirony formwlations about particulers ane univer-
sals —especiatly Asiar particulurs and European universals— and re-
lated problematics of European thought. Conrast for a morsent Lhe
refative inditference o these marters among, sa, Chinese intellectuls,

with their very different historv. This is something one mav accaunt tor,

[&
=

ration of historical experience — without

thereby committing ¢ nesclf to an iron determinisim-—but irs value i3

[ think, as a kind of seclmen

harder 1o assess. Getting beaten up ali the time v the schoolvard bulk:
has a way of focusing the mind on vislence more thap is the case to:
kids left unhurt. No doubt, such histurical experience does not con-
vert automatically into an advantage wor thought or practice, as Dipesh
Chakrabarty has often: taken cave to remind me. bat it clearly converts
into a propensity for tainking. We may not be wrong 1o suppose, there-
fore, that these two powerful formative experiences {a long experiencs
with autonomeousiy produced cosmopolitan ard vernacular practices,
followed by the new and heteronemous cosmopoitanism of colanial-
ism) have inclined some thinkers to search harder —not for & unined
theory of transcendence, but fur what Chakrabarty has characterized for
me as “cracks in the master discourses” and, mare important, tor prac-
tices for overcoming the dicheterrous thinking that marks our current
impasse,

It is from within the world of these mtellectuals —1 have in mind
the recent work of Partha Chatteriee, but a number of others including
the late . R. Nagaraj provide good examples — that some of the more
compelling suggestions ave being offered on ways to address the desper-
ate choices Imposed by modernitv™ KMight it not be possible, as soma
of these thinkers suggest, to transcend the dicrotomies of mederaiz-
ing cosmopolitanism and vernzcular craditionalism by understanding
that the new must be made precisely through attachiment to tae past,
and by recognizing that only such attachment enables one to grasp what
can and must be chaaged? Take as one example the seemingiv irrec-
oncilable alternazives of the universalist discourse of the liberal state —
where secularism demands the submergence of religious difference in
a homogeneous jurid.cal order— and the historical particularizies of a

given community’s wavs of life {1t being understaod rhat these are, 1n
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fact, historicail. Might this irreconcilability not vield to a strategic poli-
tics that secks tu institute such a traastormazion from within commu-
nities themselves [whether Mushim, Vaishnav, Maratha, or other), while
resisting demands for liberalization or democratization taat are official,
top-down, and impesed from the outside? In other words, affective at-
wchnient to oid structures of belonging offered by vernacular particu-
wrs must precede anv effective trapstormation through new cosmopoli-
tan universals: care must be in evidence, a desire to preserve, even as the
stricture is to be changed. Assuredly, many of the discursive compo-
pents in such arguments are available in other contemporary debates,
but the mix here seems to me special. It consists of a response to a spe-
<hs history of domination and enforced change, along with a eritique
of the oppression of tradition itself, tempered by a strategic desire to
lecate resources for & cosmopolitan future i vernacular ways of being
themsebves. Analogously. the cholce between the global and the local,
whether in Diterary culture or in the organization of power, mav now
And some kind of resolution in the blunt refusal to choose from among
the aiternatives, a refusal that can be performable in practice however
difficult to articulate in theorv™

None of this thinking should be taken as exemphification of “hy-
bridity” 1n its usual connotations of mélange or mongrelization —a
baral concept and a dangerous one, implying an amalgamation of un-
ailoyed, pure torms, whether vernacular or cosmopolitan, that have
never existed. The practice | have in mind, on the contrary, is a tacti-
cai reversal of domination —a resistance-through-appropriation, as it
has been described — which, in fact, approximates what I take to be the
very process of vernacularization betore modernity.™ This practice de-
rives from a realization born of accumulated historical experience of
both pre- and postcoloniatity that the tuture must <amehow become
one of and rather than eftlier/or. Such a proclamation admittedly has the
ring of a slogan, and a certain unpleasantly vtopian ring at that. Neither
does it raechanicaily vield policy nutcomes capable of helping us di-
rectly address todav’s mast pressing guestions of the cosmopolitan and
vernacular {such as the minority cultural rights that we must support
or the ethnochauvinist politics that we must resist). In fact, I have bor-
rowed this particular formulation from the German sociologist Ulrich
Beck, whose argument is not a precipitate of comparable historical ex-
perience but derives instead from an abstract mode! of risk theory, and
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precisely for this reason seerns all the less compelling™ Yet the proposal
to seek and mav derive some pragmatic sustenance from an awareness
of the varied cosmopolitan and vernacular possibiiities that have been
available in history. To know that some people in the past have been
able to be universal and particular, without making etther their par-
ticularity ineluctable or their universalism compulsory, is to know that
better cosmopolitan and vernacular practices are at [east concetvable—
and perhaps even, in a wav those people themselves never fully achieved,
eventually reconcilable.
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Fam grateful to Benedict Anderson for kis mreticuluas and constructively contenticus
reading of the essav Homi Bhabha, Carol A, Sreckenridge, D'tpe:.‘h Chakrabarty, Cai-
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