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NOTE 

This double issue of Critical Exchange presents materials from two 
SCE sessions, the first (published here beginning on page 83) includes 
papers presented at the 1985 M/MLA meeting, the second includes 
papers presented at the 1986 MLA meeting. We have provided two 
tables of contents in this issue in order to preserve the sense of the 
events as such. 

THEORY AND STRATEGY 
IN THE THIRD WORLD: 

INTRODUCTION 

Barbara Harlow 

Goha is a popular figure of folk wit and people's humor through- 
out the Arab world. Known as Si Djeha in Morocco or Djuha in 
Palestine and Syria, Goha has long animatcd the jokcs and fablcs told 
in Egypt where he often triumphs over superior odds by his sheer 
cleverness and wiles. The story of "Goha's nail" (t?iisnzar Golta) has 
widespread currency. According to this story, Goha offered his house 
for sale, but attached one condition: that he retain ownership of 
just one of the nails in the house. This condition did not dissuade 
the prospective purchaser at the time, but he was surprised somewhat 
later when Goha appeared at the door of his house, asking to check 
on his nail. Whatever his misgivings, the owner allowed Goha to 
enter to see to the safety of his nail. Goha, for his part reassured, 
departs, only to return a few weeks afterward in thc midst of a 
severe storm, this time with his blanket, and requesting now to spend 
the night guarding his nail from any elemental threat. Soon Goha 
has moved back into the house, lodging there as the permanent 
custodian of his nail. The story of tttisn~er Golta was used by 
Egyptian journalist Fikri Abaza in an editorial in the 1950s to 
describe the Egyptian reaction to the British offer at the time to 
evacuate E pt, on the condition that they retain their base in the 
Suez Canal? Eventually atisntar Coho, "Goha's nail," came to 
represent in the Arab popular political imagination any attempt by 
the dominant western powers to maintain, however discreetly or 
blatantlg their active presence in the Arab Middle East. 

Popular humor is often introduced as political critique in all parts 
of the Arab world, and ntistnar Goha resonates as such a critique, 
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from Morocco to Saudi Arabia, in Palestine no less than in Egypt. 
Even given the different circumstances of independence and local 
post-independence development, the western powers, in particular the 
United States, continue to exert powerful military, economic, 
political, and cultural control over the contemporary Arab world, like 
Goha. retaining many nails in the Arab house, as in that of the Third 
world more generally. 

I f  "Goha's nail" circulates widely across the Middle East as a -- - 

proverb or joke, it is also reformulated on multiple levels and in a 
variety of disciplinary vocabularies by Third World intellectuals, 
writers, and political theorists. In seminars, journals, novels, and 
stories, the issue of economic dependency and its correlate of 
cultural dependency figure critically in determining the ideological 
parameters of debate, its narrative forms and thematic paradigms. 
This debate, however, which contests insistently the supremacist 
imposition of western militarism, technology, and marketing practices, 
furthermore represents the complex heterogeneity of political and 
theoretical positions within the larger Third World. While thus 
acknowledging for their part the significance of the theories of 
dependency and world systems, the critics demand further the 
recognition of the internal historical and ideological dynamics of the 
Third World political arenas in their own terms. It is those dynamics 
and internal contradictions that sustain the historicity and active 
agency of the "dependent" countries. 

For all that the theoretical production of the Third World 
continues largely unexamined by the western critical establishment, 
its significant role on the global stage has been acknowledged. In 
his study, Literary 77leory: At! Zt:trodnction, Terry Eagleton, for 
example, concluded with a reminder to "those who work in the 
cultural practices [that they] are unlikely to mistake their activity as 
utterly central," but does distinguish four areas of endeavor where 
such cultural practices do become "newly relevant," singling out for 
this relevance working-class writing, the "culture industry," the 
women's movement, and those "nations struggling for their indepen- 
dence from imperialism.''2 Similarly, Fredric Jameson ends his own 
cultural analysis of the contemporary literary scene, "Postmodernism, 
or the cultural logic of late capitalism," with the appeal for a 
"pedagogical political culture which seeks to endow the individual 
subject with some new heightened sense of its place in the global 
system,'*3 thus pointing at least to the need for a geo-political 
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decentralization ol  theoretical power. Most recenlly, Wlad Godzich, 
in his introduction to the English translation of Michel de Certeau's 
Heterologies, suggests that the "question of the Other" which figures 
so prominently in the current critical debates in the West on 
knowledge, theory, and ideology, has been largely influenced by two 
important historical challenges. The first of these is what Godzich 
refers to as the "conception of the subject as the organizer and 
sense-maker of lived experience;" the second challenge is that "posed 
to forms of Western thought by the liberation movements of the past 
forty years."4 Despite such a recognition by prominent literary 
critics of the crucial significance of contemporary non-western 
thinking and struggle to realign global patterns of culture and 
society, the internal developments of these third world intellectual 
movements remain largely unknown in anything but their most 
superficial or programmatic manifestations. 

Indeed such hegemonic neglect or indifference are often rein- 
forced by a systematic retrenching, a kind of theoretical counter- 
insurgency directed at silencing the reverberations in the metropolis 
of the struggles of Third World and colonized peoples. Speaking in 
the United States in 1983, for example, Julia Kristeva appealed to the 
superpower's ideology of siege: "While the Latin American or Arab 
marxist revolution growls at the doors of the United States, I feel 
myself closer to liberty and truth working within the space of this 
contested giant, which is perhaps on the point of becoming another 
David confronting the growing Goliath of the Third ~ o r l d . " ~  As 
Armand Mattelart has pointed out, however, in La cultlire cotitre la 
detvocrafie, "the very notion of theory cannot escape the contingency 
of the criteria of relevance which each culture elaborates for itself, 
nor the blind spots which the culture  maintain^."^ The concept of 
"theory" then can be seen as ideologically constructed as well as 
ideologically deployed, and it may be more appropriate to examine 
"strategies of theory" and their function in specific socio-political 
contexts. 

This second collection of essays from the Society for Critical 
Exchange on "theory in the Third World" proposes to examine some 
of these theoretical developments and challenges to a theoretical 
First World domination, challenges which have emerged out of the 
historical circumstances and concatenation of events of the contem- 
porary past. 

In his essay "Critical Action and the 'Third World'," Terry 
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Cochran begins by questioning the use of the term "third world" in 
the academic forums of the "first world," and traces its development 
over the past three decades since the term was first employed in 
1952 by Alfred Sauvy, a French demographer. The turn to a focus on 
Cortazar's short story "Graffiti" opens up a discussion of the 
differential constructs of theory and practice for the Latin American 
intellectual. These constructs, which call into question what Geetha 
Varadara'an has called the "necessity for textualization in western 
culture,"dare further developed by Ramon Saldivar and Khachig 
Tololyan. In "Americo Paredes, the Border Conido and Socially 
Symbolic Chicano Narrative," Saldivar examines the connection 
between border ballads and the armed resistance of Texas Mexicans 
on the US-Mexican frontier, seeing in this connection a "model for 
the emergence of anti-repressive movements at large." Khachig 
Tololyan uses the idea of "projective narratives" and "regulative 
biographies" to present the role played by inherited traditions in 
legitimizing Armenian "terrorism." In each of the papers, the 
significance of narrative for mobilizing and organizing collective 
resistance to forces of domination is emphasized. Narrative itself is 
central to the concluding three papers by Michael Beard, Neil 
Lazarus, and Muhammad Siddiq. In the Iranian, South African, and 
Arab contexts, narrative is examined as a site of contestation and 
struggle. While each critic focuses on specific regional debates, their 
papers together suggest the theoretical and historical parameters of a 
larger global vision, a counter-proposal to Kristeva7s binary 
relationship of power in the David and Goliath story. The essays, 
that is, point to the necessity of reformulating the selective western 
memory to incorporate the international dimensions of its own 
unreconstructed past. The papers collected here represent a 
contribution to a "Goha's nail" of another sort, a challenge to the 
western house of theory. As the Moroccan historian, Abdallah 
Laroui, has pointed out, however, "to make and remake--to recombine 
the facts of history--takcs time."8 

Barbara Harlow 
University of Texas at Austin 

Notes 
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CRITICAL ACTION AND THE "THIRD W O R L D  

Terry Cochran 

Invocations of the so-called Third World can today be heard I 
everywhere: at conferences, whether they deal explicitly with the I 

Third World or not, in the media, and among many scholars who 
previously turned their attention only to the master traditions of 
Europe. Interest in the concept of the Third World cuts across 
numerous disciplines and fields of study, and it displays an increasing 
presence in the political, economic, and cultural spheres, including 
their related discourses. As the prevalence of the term Tltird World 
suggests, the designation appears in heterogeneous contexts and is 
assigned diverse, and frequently, contradictory, meanings. In other 
words, there doesn't seem to be a hegemonic concept of the Tlrird 
World, which implies that it does not constitute a discursive or 
descriptive category as much as  it serves as an emblem for a radical 
otherness that challenges--even if only implicitly--the current 
distribution of goods, discourses, and knowledge. Of course, there 
have been many attempts to lend it a categorical power, to integrate 
it into the ruling structures of western knowledge, particularly in the 
powerful discourse of history; these attempts have not been wholly 
successful, however, for to sukceed would be to eliminate the critical 
otherness of the Third World that the discourse of history was to  
account for. 

A narrow historical--or, to be more precise, narrative--impulse 
has been part and parcel of the concept of the Third World since its 
appearance as an expression. The term "Third World was first used 
in an article that appeared in L'Observalerrr of 14 August 1952; the 
author of the essay, Alfred Sauvy, was the founding director of the 
Institut National d'Etudes Demographiques and certainly an impor- 
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tant--if not the single most important--figure for subsequent concep- 
tions of the development-underdevelopment debate. The passage 
reads: "[Tlhis Third World, ignored, exploited, and despised, exactly 
as the Third Estate was before the Revolution, would also like to 
become something."l The historical ramifications of this sentence, 
which led to the very designation of the "Third World," for the term 
entered into widespread use almost immediately, are no more striking 
than the conceptual ramifications of the theory it espouses. Rhetori- 
cally, the expression is stated as existing and then defined negatively, 
as the passive object of a subject that performs operations upon it; 
the subject performing these operations--of exploitation, and so 
forth--is unnamed but obvious, for it is the subject that has already 
achieved a status that the Third World can emulate. The comparison 
between the Third World and the third estate [tiers etat] opens up a 
historical dimension that exceeds the comparison, for, as the sentence 
continues, it not too subtly implies that the 1789 Revolution which 
altered the situation of France's third estate furnishes a paradigm for 
Third-World revolution; to a certain extent, one could say that Sauvy 
foresaw the epoch of political decolonization and indicated the form 
that it would typically take: a consolidation of state power in 
different hands but not any change that would endanger long-term 
stability and the vested interests it served. 

The theory of history that informs Sauvy's description is a 
seductive one that continues to exert a strong influence: whereas 
the first part of the sentence qualifies the Third World as an object, 
the second part personifies it, attributes it with will, desire, or-- 
perhaps--the ability and capacity to act, and inscribes it within a 
recognizable Hegelian schema of becoming. The Third World thus 
makes the transition from an object to subjecthood, entering the 
historical course that leads to ever-greater self-consciousness. This 
view of the Third World as a conceptual entity has been the prevail- 
ing one in the writings of both critics and supporters of the es- 
tablished modalities of power. To cite only one recent example, 
Fredric Jameson's "Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational 
Capitalism" also considers the Third World in the Hegelian terms of 
master and slave, although in this case the "slave" is valorized for 
possessing a greater materialistic consciousness that is not automati- 
cally accessible to the idealist master.2 In this understanding, as in 
Sauvy's founding conception, the issue is an epistemological one that 
hinges on the capacity to act knowingly and become a protagonist in 
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one's own history. Nevertheless, history in this sense is conceived in 
conjunction with the relationship between underdevelopment and 
development, even if the roles are reversed, and movement from one 
to the other takes place along the axis of measured progress. This 
history, with its propulsion located in the cognitive subject, comes 
out of a European master tradition that can only write the Third 
World while missing the radical nature of its cultural production and 
its accompanying practice of historical inscription. What follows is 
an attempt merely to pose the question of that production and that 
historical inscription. 

In a number of discursive situations, being attentive to the 
political or historical aspects of writing and culture is neither 
premeditated nor an afterthought but is endemic to the production of 
discourse itself. This of course characterizes the situation of Third- 
World discourse but also of any discourse that does not lend itself to 
maintaining the prevailing organization of discourses, whether one 
considers this organization from the perspective of the canon of 
masterpieces, the language of domination, or the established fields of 
knowledge. Because cultural production of the so-called Third World- 
-conceived not only geographically but culturally, as "pockets" within 
the "First" or "Second Worlds--inescapably participates in such a 
discursive situation, exponents of criticism are more and more turning 
to the works of Third-World writers, filmmakers, and musicians, 
hoping to identify strategies of practice that can be translated and 
generalized into other spheres. Whereas it was once a national or 
political liability for Third-World writers if their works did not allow 
for allegorical readings of the struggle between the exploiter and the 
exploited, the presumed liability has now become a critical one, that 
is, specifically, one of concern to practitioners of criticism, whether 
literary, political, or philosophical. Yet before any judgment could be 
rendered with respect to the question of liability--if, indeed, it is a 
question of Jiabilily--it would seem necessary to understand the 
dynamics of the relationship that brings together writing, history, 
allegory, the political, and the critical reading that articulates them. 

Shortly after Julio Cortazar died in 1984, a small collection of 
his writings appeared under the title ~ ~ t o s ~ o l i t i c o s ~ ;  although all 
of the texts had appeared elsewhere, some already collected in 




















































































































