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Alice Attle showat ms her photographs of Harlem. The.Images haunted me
and Intapellated me 88 @ New Yorker. A month before this, twenty-ong
photogm_phs &l the -basa of the elaventh century Brihadlswara .tsmpla In
‘Thanjavur, taken It 1858 by g Ceptain In the British Amny, had heckoned,
What was that interpefialion? | have ot come to gripswith thel one yst, but
H launched me for & whils on the quastlon of photographs and evidenca of
iderly. Harlem moved on to & blg map. ‘

In Dublin | could juxtaposa the Harfem-images with allochlhonic
Europs. What s It to be a Dubliner? Romanlan, Somall, Algerian, Bosnian
Dubliners? What Is i to be & hi-tach Astan Dubliner, reciplent of thie 40% af
ofictal Work penmits? Diversity is clsss-differentiated. How does ihe antl
Immigration platform—"Retum Ireland to the lrish*—relate 1o the forocious
dominent-secior culturalism that is reconstifuting Haem loday? A dlass-
argument subsumsd under hls culturallsm, pronouncing recelved ant-
gtobaltzatlon or pre-worklng dassm nlcely displace the question.
This bacame part of my argumsnt.
) In Brazil's Bahia, ! leamed what the movimanto negro owed lo
African America In the United States.!

In Hong Kong In 2001, | sai that the, word Tdentity,” attached (o

HARLEM



the.neme of & place such as Hong Kong, indicaled yet another spacles of
collectivity: postcolonlal. Between Graat Britaln end China, the Hong Kong
cultural worker slagd & loss of identity. If the quick sketch of Dublin
faregrounds the class-division In divarslly, the staging of Hong Kong makes
vislbte the fault4ines within what le called "decolonization, 2

Thisile, Map,":hy the. Talwanese artlst Taong Pu,

In 1888, the-artist:thought of thie-work as marking & contradiction
batwesn Vi Clinass némes:and maps, and ihe] ambiguous ouncept[si of
chins;anﬂlt’é]-names.‘ ‘gusstigning precise:dentities, as set down by names
and:maps:¥ Hewas; periiaps, insesting Hong Kong, vie repatriation, Into the
confuslon of:thequeston-af two Chinas, of ong country two systems, 1897
was: e offioiel. repatiation;, the promlss of & releass. The arfist couid be
conceptualizing-tild-e5 & trazen serles of bllateraliles—no mora than two
clialrs; 6:smel:radangylardeble, rather smphatically not round. Hong Kong
and-the PRE, Hong:Kengrand'Briteln, UK and PRC: bllateraliifes. The raugh
concrete block; commemarating the promlsed. releags, In fact Imprigons the
two unequal bafingrs. {@nky-pne-chairback Has somathing ke haadphones

attached.) Reuph concrele blocks welgh down bodies thal must drown
without trace. The chairs ara empty, no bodlse warm them, they cannot bs
used, The figure “1897" e erigraved on one slde of the block and smbossed
on the other. To what concept might this refer? To the strength of the
plercing of that date.Into the history of the clty-state as.it diaptaces fiself? To
the facl of piarcing out, bul nof thrdugh? The power of conceptual art s thet,
a8 the visual pushas towerd the verbal, questions [lke these cannot be
definltively answered.

Culture as the slks of sxpianations s always shifing. The culturel

that restrains the speed of that run, It Teads the souls of thase In charge of

cultural explanations, who vislf mussums and exhibitions, The British critie
Raymona Villams woula cail Uiis resuaining effect the ‘residual puliing back

the cuitural process,
spant fivs months In Hong Kong. | naver saw anyona locking at

"Map." Culture had run away elsawhere.

This is a dynamic mark of Identlty, sharing In the Instentaneous
tming of virtual reafity, The “Ethemet” band can be put away lamorrow, but
ls alwaye avallable round the comer. Concaptuality moves on e clear path
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here—from the slow. cuitural confines of postcolonlality as repatriation Into
the quick flx-of the culture-of global finance. What is the relationskilp betwesn
the-inhooense and charm.of these young pecple and the occlusien of cass
Initeresta?

Who sands the collactive messages of Identity? Who recelves
{them? ftds nurafy'dgan that the artlet Tsong Pu may not have baen the real
‘gendar-gfthe any rtigasages that hig plece can projsct. And of courss |, a

femalacmufan aocademic teaching English In the Unlted Statss. for over two-

irda. oﬁhar iife,. may.nat belte falicltous recalver,

| weintio’keep:the question of the-sandsr and the recsiver In mind
88-I-move. myselfrom. Porl Shelter, Chiita, to Hadem, U.S.A. Who sands,-
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and who- recalves, when messages assuming collactMties are Insorbed?

. What: Whet are. Tdentilies: In. mege-clties Uke Hong Kong and New York wh—;r-o'*

ﬂoaﬂng popultionsfise and fall?

Harlen s & famous place, "e famous nelighborhood rlch In
cullure.”-says PBS, I the. Intsllectual and the arllst stage Hong Kong as
-emplied. of cyftural: idantity, the general dominent In New York Is now

" Interested ‘In pronouncing Harlem as metsnymic of African-America In
general,

In 1658 Ralar. Styyvasan, .Du,tuh govemor of New Nethariand,
eatibilehgd the settjsment oF Nisuw Haartm; named after Hearlsm In the
Nettierands. ‘Througtiout the:slghisenth cemury, Harlem was *an lsolated,
poof, rumalvilage I ther ninstaanth canfury, it be¢ame & fashionabls
reshagnlieT-district; Fiiowing:te panic of 1883, praperty ownere rentsd to
Blam.eand by World:Wer ¥much.of Hademwes firnly sstablished'as & hiadt
:eﬁldqﬁﬂajmﬁ;mmmlal aren, althougfirace and class crosshatching was
vonsideraBitsi® From thendllthe- 1880s, Herlem:has beon the scene of flsrce
deprivation and flares. -anergy. The chlef arery of black Harem la 1250
Streel :Golumbla: Univeraity, a-major property owner In the area, spreads
unevenly-up (. the edge of 125% Shce the 1990s, Hardem has been the

Tocus of major-econamio *development,” and the propsrty ownership graphis

changing. Part of the "development” package saama to be en Invacation of

8 seamieas communlty and culture marking the nalghbothood, on feft end

right, finally working In the same Interest, the American dream. The US
—_—

thinks oflself s *globl” of local* Intarchangeably. At this polnt, nothing I

the USA, Including Harlem, Is merely counter-global,

. Thia essay Is not parl of the voluminous soclal history of Harlem,
now coming forth to code development as freadom In the name of culture, |
have not the skill. Robin Kelley's Introduction to Allce Attia's Harfem an fhe
Verge Integrates the photographs Into that particular stream.® | only ralse
questions. That Is my connectlon to Aaron Levy's Citles Without Cltizens.”
Like Lévy, | question archivization, which attempte not only to restrain, but
also to arrest the 8psed af the vanishing prasent, aliva and dylng. 1 question
the avidentiary power of phofegraphy. The quseflon chenges, of couree.
Here In the Upper Wast Side of New York; the questicn becomes: In the face
of dlass-divided raclal diverslty, who fatishizes culture and community? The
only-negatlve gesturs thet | have ever recaived from & black person In New
York has been from & near-comalose drunken brother In the 96" Sireet
subway station who told me to “ieke my green card and go home.* That is
not culture turned raclsm, but a recognition of the class-divislon In so-calted
divarslty. At the and of the day, my critical position {though, as he noticed,
not my class postton or my classnterest) ls the samg as his.

DuBols- dascribes the Aflcan American at the end of the last
century as two soufs..In ane dark body, whose dogged strength alone
keeps It from. belng tom asunder.”® In the development and gentrified
‘integration® of Harlem today, the hyphen between thesa two souls (African
and American, African-American) s being negotiated. Therefore Allce Attie
and | attempt felaopolesis, e reaching toward the distent other by the patlent
power of the imagination, a curious Kind of idsntity-pofitics, where one
crosses [dentlty, as a result of migration or exlle? Keats tres It with the
Gmcian'Um. Joyee with the Odyssey and the Wendering Jew. We beg the
question of coflactivity, on bahalf of our discontinucus pasts, her mother in



Demascus; 1 i india, as New Yorkers, |t the ghost dance mccesses
msthlnn IIke &' "pasf™and grafta 1t 1o the ‘perhaps” of the future enterior,
felaopolesis wishes, to touch a past thet is historically not “one's own®
(asgurhing that:such a curious fiction has. anything more than a calctlalive
‘variftabliily, for-pattiians, of verious-kinds). We must ask, again and ageln,
hoty:many-are we?-who ara they? es Harem disappsars Into & present that
demands:a ¢ylfiralessence; These are the guastions of collectivity, asked
a8 qulture wuns.an, We-wark In the hope of & rasonance with urknown
pﬁJ{osophgr,a:ut'lhmfﬂhme,zfrrenda in advance.

- The::Ensyslopedia Britannica says “Harlem as & nalghborhood
hag no-fixed-bounderes:” G courss the:Encyclopadia means this n the
nermew-gense. For-Alice-Attls, & photographer wih & Euro-US father and g
mather from: Damascus;.and: for me, Resident Allen of Indlan. origin, these
wnrdhahamrdoma.io-m_avea broader meaning. 1t hes prompted us to ask;
Whet 1t 18 do-be-a New Yorker? We are New Yorkers, Allcs and 1 ‘Our
fliﬂabaraﬂon {5:sumewhat pacullar in that! ‘emphaslze our differences miher
than:pur sitilacitles, [n:the summer of 2000..).aid, “Allce, you're not to mind
the-thingsd say:about-you. Gue:thing ls-lor-sure. The photos are briiant”
‘8he:oamerup to-ms from:bshind, pave maa hug and klésed Mms on my heck,
You-decide:!itjess words:are:a sacord of:belrayal,

*Forthe pant thirty-years;" Alice.wrote In her field notes, 1 have
lIved:on. 106th Birget and West End: Avenue; a fiteen minute walk from the
hear(-of Hardam In. New- York: City. Qnly racently, in April of 2000, did. (
eenturs:{nto:thle fortiddantetéry and axperience a community of wamnth,
‘genarasity;.opannese-dnd besiuty, The dispefling of some desply smbeddad
stareatypes basbeenasmall part of the extraordinary experiance | have had
walking. the:streiets:and.ctinversing-with the resldents of Harlem *t0

1 ‘have:iived-1h the United Rlates for forty-two years end In
Manhattanfor twelve. { went to Harlem the first week of arrival, becausa my
Post office:lo-In Hartem. Sbmesrie i the cfica wamed me that It might be
dangerous. In the: middle of-the dayl | have been comfortable in Harlem

A A s TR

gince that first day, perhaps because Harlem gives ma the feal of, although
It does not resembla, cartaln sections of Kolkata. But wilte about Harlem?
Identitarianiem scares ma. That le my Identity Investment In this. Itls In the
Interest of the catharsls of that fear that | have tied this expariment and
gokad: how do we memorlallze the evenlt? As "culture” runs on, how do we
catch its vanishing frack, Its trace? How doss H affect me as a New Yorker?
Hes the.dominant mads R-Impoasiile to touch the Fragllity of that edge?

Elne diferente Bazlehung.!! This ls & Hegallan phrase, which
describes the cutiing adgs of the vanlshing present. The preseni as evant ls
a differencing relatienship. | coutd add & modest rider to that. By choosing
the word Bazishung rather than Verhdlinis for relallonship, Hegel was
unmooring the present from definitive etructural fruth-claims, for he mvertably
vaas the latter word to Indicate the structurally comact placement of en {tem
of Matory or subjecl. | muet repeat my question; how does one figure the
edge of (he differencing es “pest as somathing wa call the “present” unrolls?

}mygslt have been making the ergument for some time now that, |
on the ethical reglster, pre-capitalist cuttura! formations ehould not be
regarded I an avclutionist way; with capltal as the talgs.2 [ have euggested
that culturslly Inscribed dominant mindeets that are defsctive for capitalism
should ba nurtured for grafling Into-our dominant, This ls.a task for which afl
praparation’can only ba remote-and ndirect, 1t does, however, operato &
baseline ciitique of -the soclal Darwintsm Implick In el our idess of
"development” In tha econamic sense and “hospitality” tn the nemow senee,
| om a- New Yorker, Ae Harlem I3 belng *developed® Mifo malnstream
Menhatian, how do we catch the cultural (naceiption of de-exicalized culiure!
collectivities? . e

(To lexicatze s to separate & ingulstic fiem from Its appropriste
grammatlcal systam Into the conventiens of another grammar. Thus a natt
aconomic and culturel lexicalization, as In the development of Harism,
demands @ de-exicallzation s well) identitaiantem is a dental of
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Imagination. The Imagination Is our Inbulit Instrumant of othering, of thinking
thinge:that-are notin the here and naw, of wanting to become others. | was
deighted to ses, In.arecent lssue of the Sunday New York Times davoted to
the-problam of racs, thet Emoll McDonald, a Canlbbean-Ameriean editor at
Pantheon Books, thinks that “at the heart of reading ia an opan engagsment
With another, often across centures and culturel ‘moments.”? I the
&cadamy, the myth ofidentity goes something like this: the dominant self has
an 14Ny, and o, stibordinata ofher Fas en Identlty. Miror Images, the salf
ffhff@ tpa other, indefinitely. 1 call thlsﬂc?demlc voeabliary, an abvssal
SHECUIRr aneriy. ' In order to look for the oufiines of g subject ihat Ie not a
Efrror-image of the dominant we have to admowladge, a8 dags Ermoll
McDonald, that any object of Investigation—even' the basls of @ colective
Identity.that we.went to. appropriste—la other than the Investigatar. We must
Inveeligate and imaginatively constitute our "own” unclaimed history with the
game lelaopoletic dallcacy that we strive for In the case of the apparently
distant. The most proximate fs the most distant, as you will see fyoutyto
grab {texactly, 4n words, or, better yetto meke someans efse grab It if we
ignare this, we take as demonsirated the‘grounds of an altsmative {dantity—
that wirich-wa 8et out-to establlsh, This may be ussfid for combative politice
Bt not 60 for the re-Invantion of our-discipline.® Yat tha combat cannot be
forgodtan,

I aeked' Attie to givs me pictures that hed Inscriptions, na fiva
figures. ‘The Humanlsm of human faces, aspeclally in a time of mandatory
culturallam, guarantees evidentiary memories, alfows.us to identify the
avaryduy with the volos of recorded and organized-public protest. *Of a
necesalty the vast majorlty of fthe Negross In Rarlem] are ordinary, hard-
waridng:paople, who spend-thelr tme in Just about the same way that athar
ordlnw;,'haldmrklng-~penplo do."® These Inscriptions, each essuming a
collectivily; are & bit exorbitant ta both publlc protest and.the mundene round,
The Inseriptions are now mostly gone, New bullding hee replaced therm.
Almady when they were photographed, there was no longer sender .or

recelver for these coltectiviiies, In a sense that is differsnt from the way this
may be true of all messages, although the messeges coufd atill be read. Thig
is the earte moment of de-lexicallzation, congaaling Into & “past”-even as |
epesk. Inacriptions are laxicalized Into {he textuality of the stener, and it s
the unexpocted that Instructs us. Tharefore | asked for shots that inscribe
coflectivittes and mark the moment of change.

We 'are both parts of the text—"New Yorker* Is & collective ferm.
How many are we? We are resldents of Momingalde Helghis, How much of
us Is Halem? How ls synoikismos posalble?*?
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' This s on the wall of a landmark warshousa on 123d Strest,
Today, knowing that the bullding is standing skelotal and gutfed; efler
pagsing through consldaretion by Columbia, Robert De Niro and a
commuritty-group that would have tumes i Into a cuiturat center, It ssems
more-Intaresting that the- message wes on a warshouss, My fellow-critlc- ls
silll the Brother In the subway station, No amount of ploug divarsity talk will
bridge the constant subaftsmization that manages the crisls of upward class-
mobility masquerading as the politica of classlassness, Who I this Black
Man and-{o what would he have ewekened? Who wrote on {he warehouas
wall? Was It a fellcigus wriling surfacs? Questions that have now
dlsappearad
‘| corhe. fom an.Inecribiad ey, Kolkats, whose Insoriptions are In
the .made- of dibappearance as. the siato of West Bengal. toves. Into
sconom|c. restructuring.; The. Inscdpﬂons of Kolkata, in Bengall, ere nevar
reactby dntamational oommemary. loft and Aght:® As (wrlte, | have a vision
of wrilihg.a-orpanlon.piace:for my homstown. How will t relate to the early
Impstial phofographs, Imprinte taken by egg-white smoothed .on waxed
Raper, of [N tample acriptions that set me to read photographe? Questions
that.must-beagked befors the Kolkata streat nacriptions disappear.
T eminet suggesting thet thare Is any kind of located meaning fo
thlh:lnwﬂbad.epllastl.\{ﬂy as the movement ia taking place. That too I & hard

. lesson to Jaam. -On the other slde Is the convenlence of facls. Altfe and |

have. esolutely kept to fumore, with the eame boring *authenticly* as all
poofty-adited orsl history, Selected facts confound the ordinary with the
reslglant; thus faalioning dentitariinism and culturalism. Our sources do not
opiminént-on the thecriptions, but rather -on the bull space. The gulted
waretiouse: s . architgctoral moment In the spectnam betwsen spatlal
practive. {hira ihseription) :and ruin (not. allowed by developers), ss the
dlsappszring. movament s -taking place, ihe differentiating moment es Ihe
presentbecomes past, indefinitely.

L4

Lel us create @ patiem. Hers Is “Wake. k paople,” on en old
Harlem storefront, which grendly and inadvertantly provides en allegery of
reading "MOVING." Discontinuous Ingcriptions, the old sconomy a space for
Inscriblng, both under erasure, .both gone, united In Harlem's curment
seamiess cufturalism, You can tell the lost word |s *Black” simply by thet 'k.f
“up* I8 assumed, “male femals, young old,” once Had to my allegoiy of
reading, la at the time of photography, anchorless. Indeed, what Hartem has
and others use ls now covered over. The object Is not just lost by the
covering-over, It Is the lost object In the future of-the new Harlem.
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Let us read this as an affactive allagory of the ananymity. No ene
Is sure as-io who has askst whom to-kesp out of this fol. Here there is no
bulll space yst to distract the Inhebitants’ aﬂanlion The Insoription
commantde. reading; vt I meaningless. It s now gone. The small rybble-
atrewn emply lot surrounded by barbed wire has been fiettsned. No one
kmows what will come up there. We could know H we mads It & new polltical
solencs (I+am0n the-edtoral board of 2 joumal of that name) resoarch
project; with prediotable resulls, | am kesping the convenlent conclusions at
bay, they ¢an have the predictable pluses and minises depending on the
Invastigators, but the lnhabﬂants are nol there,

This Is a store front on 146% Strest, which hes been filed with
concrete.  The current inhebilants of the tenement above are rsletive
newcamers, Haltlans, who are suspsnded hatween the history of the slore
end the Imminent {uture. The small notice la In French bacause It
acknowledges thls floating present. For the Engllsh speaking, a more

eusiere nolica: “NOQJeitinglatanding/loltering. Thank you. Owner' Thé

amiable Haitians, tn suft and tis of & Wednesday evening, may have put this
up. | didn't sk, One thing Is surs. The anly name scribblad o the soft
concrate—"Allsn™—la not the gignatory of tha ‘meseage, and nol onfy
because of the absent patronymic, The amhaeologlsl would undo the
Implausibls text; Owner Allen,

An allegory egain? | am & reader of words, not a drawer of
foregoiie concluglons from Images-read as If evidentary. .Tharefore
inscriptions,
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the case of Yoruba, m_[lecllvaly naming, for convenlencs, the de-ls:dca‘li‘zed
collecilvities of Oys, Egbe, Egliads, ljésa, aby, EXitl, Nagd Into & single
colonlal name,

Where dass originary hybridlfy begin? Whet, Indesd, Is it to bs g
New Yorker? We must push back on the trace of race In identity rather than
inslst on exclusiva w_llura in order o ask that question, This Is not 1o forgst

that the other side oppressas fn the name of race, but its opposite: not to
fegitimizs t by reversal.

Tha naming of the “Lenape” loosena us from locatlon, as docs the
convenience of "Yoruba.® Muslc mixes It up, Jazz Is hybrd al the origin.

Tha "criginary” 1s-a move—like the clutch disangeging fo get a
glick-shift carmoving, The originery s preclasly not an origin. Thus the mosi
recsnt amivel engapes thet orlginary move as well. Alice and | are caught In
I tn the flsrcaness of divisive Identiiarianism endior benign diverstterianiam,
how many such New Yorkers am we? What ere the Implications of the
corporate promolion of culture as a tex shelter In today's Hadem? New York
is aleo the foremost financlal center In the Unled Siates, perhaps In the
world. Was thare aver e felicious sender end receiver of those Inscriptions
that Allce photographed?

But It le the negotlabllity of sendsre and raceivera thal allows
teleopolssis, totiching the distant other with Imaginative effott, The question
of rfaggﬂahlllty. Ilke afl necessary impoesibilljes, must be forevar begged,
essumed as posslble balore proof. Space is caught In R, as Is the calculus
of the political, the economic, and everything that writes our time. | sk you
to nagoliate beiween the rock of soclel history and the hard placs of a
seamtass culturs, to honor whaf we cannot ever grasp.



