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The Dialectic of the Dance: 
On Talvin Singh's "Anokha 

R A F E E Q H A S A N 

T h e most serious part of the difficulty is the necessity to br ing the 
dance and its tempo into tune with the "revolut ion . " T h e lack of 
place for the madness of the dance — this bit of luck can also com
promise the pol i t ical chances . . . and serve as an al ibi for deserting 
organized, patient, laborious . . . struggles . . . when brought into 
contact with al l the forms of resistance that a dance movement can
not dispel , even though the dance is not synonymous with either 
powerlessness or fragility. 

H o w do we read the agency of the subject when its demand for cul
tural and psychic and polit ical survival makes itself known as style? JUDITH BUTLER, "Agencies of Style for a L i m i n a l Subject" 1 

\ ^ _ J T A N D I N G A M I D A M I A B L E A m e r i c a n s tudents , i m p e c c a b l y 

d r e s s e d J a p a n e s e tour is ts , l a c o n i c E n g l i s h m e n , a n d j o c u l a r 
A s i a n y o u t h s c h a t t e r i n g away o n t iny c e l l p h o n e s , I m o v e s lowly 
t h o u g h the s n a k i n g l i n e s o f Fabric, L o n d o n ' s newest a n d biggest 
n i g h t c l u b ( o b l i g a t o r y g i m m i c k : " f e a t u r i n g a f l o o r b u i l t e n t i r e l y 
o u t o f s p e a k e r s " ) . O n this u n s e a s o n a b l y w a r m M a r c h n i g h t , Fab

ric is p l a y i n g hos t to Anokha, the H i n d i t e r m , loose ly t rans la ted 
as " u n u s u a l " o r " u n i q u e , " a t t a c h e d to the i n f r e q u e n t p e r f o r m 
ances p u t o n by a g r o u p o f B r i t i s h - A s i a n DJs, v i s u a l artists, a n d 
m u s i c i a n s , h e a d e d u p by T a l v i n S i n g h : m u s i c i a n , p r o m o t e r , 
r e c o r d - l a b e l o w n e r , a n d a l l - r o u n d art ist ic figurehead f o r the 
y o u n g g e n e r a t i o n o f B r i t i s h b o r n p e o p l e o f I n d i a n descent . 

W a n d e r i n g a b o u t the t h r e e c a v e r n o u s spaces o f F a b r i c , weav
i n g o n e ' s way t h r o u g h the " c h i l l - o u t r o o m , " w h e r e a s k i n n y , 
s p e c t a c l e d A s i a n D J m i x e s the s o u n d o f a N o r t h I n d i a n voca l i s t 
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c h a n t i n g the H i n d i r e l i g i o u s u t t e r a n c e " S i t a - R a m " w i t h a fre
n e t i c t rack f r o m s o m e u n n a m e d m e m b e r o f the B r i t i s h elec
t r o n i c avant -garde ; b r u s h i n g past the s p i n d l y m o n o b r o w e d 
t w e n t y - s o m e t h i n g j u s t a r r i v e d f r o m C a l c u t t a , the o n e w h o taps 
m e o n the s h o u l d e r a n d says — i n the u n m i s t a k a b l y s y n c o p a t e d 
e n u n c i a t i o n o f those w h o are , as us " d i a s p o r i c s " o f t e n c a l l t h e m , 
" f r e s h o f f the b o a t " — that " h e is s o n o f w e a l t h y i n d u s t r i 
al ist f r o m C a l c u t t a . . . o n e o f those f u c k i n g r i c h b o u r g e o i s k i d s , 
m a t e , " s h o r t l y b e f o r e a d d i n g , "I get twenty-five t h o u s a n d f u c k 
i n g q u i d a year s p e n d i n g - m o n e y , m a t e , a n d I s p e n d it a l l o n 
f u c k i n g a c i d " ; s t o p p i n g to n o t i c e T a l v i n S i n g h h i m s e l f — 
" f r e s h " f r o m r e m i x i n g a M a d o n n a s o n g — j u s t b a c k f r o m 
B o m b a y w h e r e h e gave respect to his tab la t u t o r " (as o n e o f h i s 
b e a u t i f u l acolytes la ter i n f o r m s m e ) , a c t i n g as the g r a n d mas ter 
o f the e v e n i n g , o v e r s e e i n g the DJs, n o d d i n g a p p r e c i a t i v e l y as 
c o n t e m p o r a r y jazz great C l e v e l a n d Watkiss ( a r m e d t o n i g h t w i t h 
t u r n t a b l e s r a t h e r t h a n a s a x o p h o n e ) b l e n d s a g h a z a l by I s l a m i c 
Q w a a l i s i n g e r N u s r a t F a t e h A l i K h a n w i t h d e e p , d a r k - s o u n d i n g 
d r u m a n d bass beats, p a t t i n g o l d f r i e n d s o n the b a c k , s m o k i n g 
c igaret tes incessantly , c o n t i n u a l l y p u t t i n g h is h a n d s to his h e a d 
to re-shape the d y e d - g r e e n spikes i n his h a i r . . . w a l k i n g t h r o u g h 
a l l o f this c u l t u r a l melange, the k i n d o f t h i n g so c h a m p i o n e d i n 
today's age o f a p r i v i l e g e d p a s t i c h e , it is easy to f o r g e t that o n e is 
i n the same L o n d o n w h e r e n o t m o r e t h a n t e n h o u r s a g o a p i m 
ply, a d o l e s c e n t y o u t h , e a t i n g fish a n d c h i p s f r o m a grease c o a t e d 
p i e c e o f p a p e r t o w e l , s n a r l e d at m e that " p e o p l e l i k e y o u s h o u l d 
g o b a c k to y o u r o w n f u c k i n g c o u n t r y . " 

M o r e i m p o r t a n t , o r p e r h a p s less i m p o r t a n t f o r those n o t 
c a u g h t i n the n a r c i s s i s m o f i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m (the o n e s w h o m u s t 
t h e r e f o r e m o r e d i r e c t l y l ive the v ic iss i tudes o f r a c i s m ) , w h e n 
w a l k i n g t h r o u g h the i n t e n s e l y h e d o n i s t i c , o p u l e n t a t m o s p h e r e 
o f Fabric i t is a lso easy to f o r g e t that Anokha, w h i c h b e g a n meet 
i n g a l m o s t a h a l f - d e c a d e ago f o r b i - m o n t h l y n i g h t s o r g a n i z e d by 
S i n g h , has o f t e n b e e n c h a m p i o n e d by the y o u n g e r g e n e r a t i o n 
o f c u l t u r a l w o r k e r s , n o t to m e n t i o n by S i n g h h i m s e l f , as a k i n d 
o f m o d e l f o r p o s t m o d e r n c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y — a p l a c e w h e r e the 
h y b r i d i t y b e h i n d the m o n i k e r " B r i t i s h - A s i a n " is — to use o n e o f 
the d e f i n i n g w o r d s of c o n t e m p o r a r y t h e o r y — " p e r f o r m e d " i n 
a n u l t i m a t e l y a u d i o - s p e c u l a r m a n n e r . 
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I n f l u e n c e d i n n o s m a l l way by M i c h e l d e C e r t e a u ' s Practice 

of Everyday Life, o n e o f the c r u c i a l w o r k s o f the F r e n c h i n t e l l e c 
tua l r e j e c t i o n o f b a s e / s u p e r s t r u c t u r e M a r x i s t m o d e l s o f a n t i -
h e g e m o n i c agency, i t is the c o n t e m p o r a r y t h e o r e t i c a l Zeitgeist to 
f i n d r a d i c a l o p p o s i t i o n to the p o w e r s t ruc ture (s ) i n the m o s t 
n o n p o l i t i c a l o f spheres , to r e a d the n o n p o l i t i c a l as p r o f o u n d l y 
p o l i t i c a l , the tactics o f everyday l i f e as agent ive acts o f g u e r r i l l a 
w a r f a r e . O p e r a t i n g u n d e r this f r a m e w o r k , m a n y have seen 
Anokha as e n a c t i n g a d o u b l e m o v e m e n t o f s u b v e r s i o n , b o t h dis
t u r b i n g the b o u n d a r i e s w h i c h l i e b e t w e e n the B r i t i s h se l f a n d 
the A s i a n O t h e r (a p e r t u r b a t i o n m a d e present by Anokha's m e l d 
i n g o f A s i a n m u s i c w i t h W e s t e r n beats) , a n d p r o b l e m a t i z i n g the 
p r o x i m i t y o f the B r i t i s h - A s i a n sel f to the A s i a n O t h e r n e s s o f 
one ' s m i g r a n t p a r e n t s (Western beats d e f o r m i n g the " p u r i t y " o f 
A s i a n m u s i c ) . T h o u g h the l i n k has n e v e r to m y k n o w l e d g e b e e n 
m a d e total ly e x p l i c i t , Anokha (or o t h e r l i k e - m i n d e d "events") 
has b e e n i n s t a n t i a t e d , p e r h a p s q u i t e u n c o n s c i o u s l y , as a c o n t e m 
p o r a r y m o d e l f o r the d iscurs iv i ty o f c u l t u r e , thereby u p d a t i n g 
the o l d e r D e r r i d e a n d i c t u m that " t h e r e is n o t h i n g o u t s i d e the 
text ." I n o t h e r w o r d s , " r e a d i n g " c u l t u r e o f f o f the m o d e l o f the 
s o n i c has b e e n a c c e p t e d , a lbe i t w i t h o u t prec ise a r t i c u l a t i o n , as 
s i m p l y m o r e " h i p " t h a n r e a d i n g c u l t u r e f r o m the m o d e l o f the 
g r a m m a t o l o g i c . 

S u r p r i s i n g l y , r e a d i n g s o f Anokha d o n o t e m e r g e f r o m the 
pages o f Public Culture o r Diaspora, h i g h b r o w j o u r n a l s that have 
d e v o t e d H i d e a t t e n t i o n to e i t h e r S i n g h o r the B r i t i s h - A s i a n 
s c e n e . 2 Ins tead, they c a n be f o u n d o n the n u m e r o u s w e b sites 
d e v o t e d to S i n g h h i m s e l f , to d a n c e m u s i c , o r to that a m o r p h o u s 
t h i n g k n o w n as s o n i c p o s t m o d e r n c u l t u r e . F o r e x a m p l e , brows
i n g the w e b site o f I s l a n d R e c o r d s , the m a j o r l a b e l w h i c h releases 
S i n g h ' s w o r k , o n e finds the f o l l o w i n g c o m m e n t o n S i n g h ' s 1 9 9 9 

a l b u m , O . K . : 

A question often asked: What wil l music sound like in the a 1 st C e n 
tury? Ask Talvin S ingh. H e lives there already. 

A n d a few l i n e s later, we r e a d : 

" O . K . " [Singh's] debut a lbum . . . is f rom the f loating wor ld , music 
that captures the feel ing of movement between identities, cultures, 
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destinations, languages. A place between the body and digital pro
cesses. A zone of oscillation between traditions and heresy. In the 
gaps between genres, where music is currently at its most interest
ing, or in the vast differences of scale between rural village and ur
ban supersprawl. Everywhere is exotic; nowhere is exotic. 

( 2 3 May 2 0 0 0 <http://www.island.co.uk/news/news401 .html>) 

T h o u g h S i n g h ' s w o r k ( a n d , by p r o x y , Anokha) does i n d e e d par
t ia l ly r e a c h o u t to w h a t J e a n - F r a n c o i s L y o t a r d c h a r a c t e r i z e s , i n 
o n e o f his m o r e beat i f i c m o m e n t s , as the " p o s t - m o d e r n sub
l i m e " ( 8 0 - 8 1 ) , s o m e t h i n g a k i n to w h a t I s l a n d r e c o r d s descr ibes 
as the d i s j o i n t e d a n d p e r h a p s i n e f f a b l e state o f be tweenness , 
" b e t w e e n i d e n t i t i e s , c u l t u r e s , d e s t i n a t i o n s . . . b e t w e e n the b o d y 
a n d d i g i t a l processes , " o r w h a t a n o t h e r site cal ls " the a l i e n a t e d 
space o f t r a n s i t i o n w h e r e n o t h i n g rea l ly b e l o n g s yet e v e r y t h i n g 
is t h e r e " ( 1 0 A u g . 2 0 0 0 < h t t p : / / i m u s i c . c o m / s h o w c a s e / c l u b / 
t a l v i n s i n g h . h t m l > ) , it seems as t h o u g h the w o r k is also i n s c r i b e d 
w i t h i n the l i b e r a l i z i n g p o l i t i c s o f m a i n s t r e a m m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . 
T h i s is a p o l i t i c s that , i n the w o r d s o f R a s h e e d A r a e e n , 

is not about the equality of all cultures, but how the d o m i n a n t cul
ture can accommodate those who have no power in such a way that 
the power of the dominant is preserved. ( 1 6 ) 

O n e does n o t n e e d to l o o k to s u c h t h e o r e t i c a l w r i t i n g s to n o t e 
S i n g h ' s c o m p l i c i t y w i t h the r h e t o r i c o f m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . E v e n 
m a g a z i n e s i n d e b t e d to a c e r t a i n E u r o c e n t r i c belles-lettres (per
haps , m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e l y , belles-music) v i s i o n o f the avant-garde 
o f t e n m a k e s i m i l a r c o m m e n t s a b o u t S i n g h . A r e c e n t review, p u b 
l i s h e d i n the B r i t i s h m a g a z i n e The Wire, charges S i n g h ' s p r o d u c 
t i o n o f a n a l b u m by the M o r o c c a n M a s t e r M u s i c i a n s o f J a j o u k a 
w i t h " d o i n g a Reader's Digest/Wallpaper Magazine j o b i n f o r c i b l y 
r e d u c i n g [ Ja jouka m u s i c ] i n t o d iges t ib le c h u n k s o f e t h n i c co
l o u r " ( B e l l 5 3 ) . It is this d o u b l e m o m e n t o f b o t h S i n g h a n d his 
m u s i c — p a r t agency o f style f o r the m a r g i n a l i z e d e t h n i c subject, 
par t c u l t u r a l h e g e m o n y f o r the i m p e r i a l i s t m u l t i c u l t u r a l c e n 
ter — that this essay seeks to char t . 

I n a r e c e n t a r t i c l e , p o s t c o l o n i a l c r i t i c H o m i B h a b h a c o n d e m n s 
those w h o t o o q u i c k l y pra ise the I n t e r n e t f o r p r o v i d i n g a space 
i n w h i c h subject ivi t ies c a n b e i n f o r m e d , d e f o r m e d , a n d re
f o r m e d i n a l i b e r a t o r y m a n n e r . H e w a r n s against h e r a l d i n g the 

http://www.island.co.uk/news/news401.html
http://imusic.com/showcase/club/talvinsingh.html
http://imusic.com/showcase/club/talvinsingh.html
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I n t e r n e t as a k i n d o f " d i g i t a l d i a s p o r a . " A c c o r d i n g to B h a b h a , 
b e h i n d the e x i s t e n t i a l p h a n t a s m s o f s e l f - f a s h i o n i n g e n t a i l e d 
i n " e - m a i l e p i s t e m o l o g i e s . . . w h e r e ' w h a t y o u see is n o t what 
y o u necessar i ly n e e d to k n o w ' . . . [ a n d ] . . . o n - l i n e o n t o l o g i e s , 
w h e r e ' y o u n e e d n o t b e w h o y o u say y o u a r e ' " ( v i i i ) , l ie the very 
rea l c u l t u r a l codes that p r o d u c e , r e i n f o r c e , a n d sustain the sense 
o f a n i m a g i n e d p u r i t y o f i d e n t i t y that subsequent ly gives rise to 
the r h e t o r i c o f n e o c o l o n i a l i s m a n d the fet ishist ic e c o n o m y o f 
r a c i s m . I n a d o p t i n g the f i g u r e o f the e l e c t r o n i c c o s m o p o l i t a n 
as the p r i v i l e g e d l o c u s o f e thnic i ty , o n e i g n o r e s the p o l i t i c s o f 
space a n d p l a c e that p r o h i b i t , b o t h p h y s i c a l l y a n d psychica l ly , 
s u c h a n u n c o n s t r a i n e d p a s s i n g o f b o u n d a r i e s . 

S i m i l a r l y , m i g h t there n o t be a m a r k e d d a n g e r i n t o o q u i c k l y 
c e l e b r a t i n g Anokha's s u r f a c e a p p e a r a n c e o f c u l t u r a l s i g n i f y i n g 
play, the leve l o n w h i c h it c a n b e s a i d that the " o r i g i n a r y " sepa
r a t i o n o f I n d i a a n d the West , the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l s i g n i f i e r o f 
O r i e n t a l i s t d i s c o u r s e , is d i s s o l v e d i n the i n s t a n t a n e o u s s h i f t i n g 
o f the n o t e , o r q u i t e l i t e ra l ly d e c o n s t r u c t e d o n the two t u r n t a 
bles of the DJ 's m i x i n g b o a r d ? T h i s is n o t to say that Anokha 

fai ls e n t i r e l y at s u c h m a n o e u v r e s . I n fact , the c o m m e n d a b l e de-
s e d i m e n t i n g i m p o r t o f Anokha's a p p r o a c h to c u l t u r a l in terac 
t i o n is m a d e s t r i k i n g l y c l e a r by S i n g h ' s astute c o m m e n t that 
i n o p p o s i t i o n to typical m u s i c a l c o l l a b o r a t i o n s b e t w e e n East 
a n d West , the s o u n d s i s s u i n g f r o m his se l f -professed " A s i a n -
U n d e r g r o u n d " are n o t a f u s i o n , because " f u s i o n is f o r s o m e o n e 
w h o is i g n o r a n t , y o u s h o u l d n ' t n e e d to fuse two t h i n g s together . 
T h e y a l r e a d y are f u s e d , y o u j u s t have to see what ' s l i n k i n g 
t h e m " — a c o m m e n t that , at least to m y m i n d , evokes E d w a r d 
Sa id 's p r o v o c a t i v e i d e a that it is o n l y i n r e l a t i o n to the d i s a v o w e d 
East that the West c a n cons t i tu te its o w n sense o f a p u n c t u a t e d 
a n d self-aware m o d e r n i t y , o r B h a b h a ' s d i s c u s s i o n o f the T h i r d -
Space , w h e r e the a m b i v a l e n t s t r u c t u r e o f s i g n i f i c a t i o n , the diffe-

ranceoi"writing," d i s r u p t s any u n i d i r e c t i o n a l , u n e q u i v o c a l o r g a 
n i z a t i o n o f the f l o w o f p o w e r b e t w e e n c o l o n i z e r a n d c o l o n i z e d . ' 

B u t to f u r t h e r e x p l o r e the d i scourses o f that b r a n c h o f post-
c o l o n i a l t h e o r y w h i c h is i n d e b t e d , at least i n par t , to posts t ruc-
t u r a l i s m , w h a t a to ta l t e x t u a l c e l e b r a t i o n o f Anokha w o u l d e l i d e 
is the m a t e r i a l i t y that rests o u t s i d e o f the s e m i o t i c o f the elec
t r o n i c ( w h e t h e r of the c o m p u t e r o r s o n i c v a r i e t y ) , a space n o t 
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d i s s i m i l a r to the L a c a n i a n point de capiton that prevents a c o m 
ple te ly i n f i n i t e p lay o f s i g n i f i e r s . 4 I f Anokha does i n d e e d p a r t i a l l y 
ach ieve a d e l i c a t e state o f the i n - b e t w e e n , c h a l l e n g i n g c u l t u r a l 
h i e r a r c h i e s w i t h o u t t h e r e b y d i s s o l v i n g c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e , re
v e a l i n g the o r i g i n a r y a n d d i s a v o w e d d i f f e r e n c e at the o r i g i n , 
the T h i r d - S p a c e b e t w e e n W e s t e r n sel f a n d A s i a n O t h e r , i t a lso, 
p e r h a p s equal ly , takes us b a c k to the r e a c t i o n a r y r h e t o r i c o f c u l 
t u r a l p l u r a l i t y . A s I have m e n t i o n e d ear l ier , i n this t h e o r e t i c a l 
space , the p r e s e n c e o f the A s i a n is i m p o r t a n t to the e x t e n t that 
it e n h a n c e s a B r i t i s h aesthet ic , n o t to the e x t e n t that i t contests 
the very n o t i o n o f c u l t u r e as p u r e aesthet ics , a d i scurs ive m o d e 
u n d e r w h i c h , as W a l t e r B e n j a m i n f a m o u s l y n o t e d , the separa
t i o n o f the sel f a n d the O t h e r is m a i n t a i n e d w i t h a d o g g e d , per 
haps e v e n fascist ic , d e t e r m i n i s m . 

N o w h e r e is this m a d e m o r e c l e a r t h a n i n the r o p e d - o f f space 
o f the s m a l l , u t t e r l y c h i c Fabric V.I.P. L o u n g e . I e n d u p h e r e at 
3 a . m . ( s i p p i n g the f i f t h o f m y $ 8 g i n a n d tonics ) t h a n k s to 
m y l u c k y d e c i s i o n to talk to S h a b a n a , a g o r g e o u s L e e d s b o r n 
B r i t i s h - A s i a n g i r l , w h o j u s t h a p p e n e d to be the sister o f the 
e v e n i n g ' s p r o m o t e r . S i t t i n g o n o u t r a g e o u s l y e x p e n s i v e l e a t h e r 
c o u c h e s , w a t c h i n g a w e l l - d r e s s e d m i d d l e - a g e d I n d i a n w o m a n 
( a b o u t w h o m s o m e o n e w h i s p e r s to m e , "she's l i k e g o i n g to be 
the n e x t p r i m e - m i n i s t e r o f I n d i a o r s o m e t h i n g " ) talk to a m a n 
w h o I swear is f i l m star R o s h a n S e t h , I a m r e m i n d e d n o t o n l y o f 
the class d i s t i n c t i o n s that l i m i t the B r i t i s h - A s i a n ' s access to the 
p o s t - m o d e r n c u l t u r e o f Anokha (Fabric, a f ter a l l , has a n e n t r a n c e 
fee h o v e r i n g c lose to the $ 2 0 m a r k ) , b u t a lso , m o r e i m p o r t a n t , 
o r a g a i n , less i m p o r t a n t d e p e n d i n g o n one ' s i n t e l l e c t u a l out 
l o o k (or ra ther , the i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m o f one ' s o u t l o o k ) , o n the 
k i n d o f u n s p o k e n e x o t i c i s m u n d e r l y i n g Anokha, a n e x o t i c i s m 
d i s p l a y e d n o t o n l y i n o n e o f the poss ib le t rans la t ions o f the 
w o r d " a n o k h a " i tse l f (it is, after a l l , n o t a fa r step f r o m " u n u s u a l " 
to " e x o t i c " ) , b u t also i n the faces o f m y c o u c h - m a t e s , the two 
B r i t i s h B-grade f i l m p r o d u c e r s (noses r e d a n d i n f l a m e d f r o m 
s n o r t i n g b a d l y - c h o p p e d l i n e s o f c o c a i n e ) w h o stare a m u s e d l y 
a n d m o r e t h a n a b i t c o n d e s c e n d i n g l y at the s w a r m o f A n g l o a n d 
n o n - A n g l o A s i a n s s u r r o u n d i n g t h e m . 
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T o m y hazy, d r u n k e n m i n d , t h e i r e x p r e s s i o n s — glassy eyes, 
s m i r k i n g , u p t u r n e d m o u t h s — speak w i t h a l l the c o d i f i c a t i o n o f 
a w r i t t e n text . T h e y say to m e , 'Yes , we w i l l to lerate y o u h e r e , f o r 
t o n i g h t . W e w i l l l i s t e n to your ' i n t e r e s t i n g ' m u s i c . . . w h i c h , af
ter a l l , r ea l ly d o e s s o u n d q u i t e h y p n o t i c w h e n b l e n d e d t o g e t h e r 
w i t h our o w n . W e w i l l e v e n le t y o u b e l i e v e that the s p i r i t o f c o l 
l a b o r a t i o n w i l l b e c o m e a fixed m o d e l f o r aes thet ic p r o d u c t i o n . 
B u t , i n the e n d , y o u w i l l g o b a c k to y o u r E a s t - E n d B o l l y w o o d -
B h a n g r a c l u b s a n d we w i l l g o b a c k to o u r t y p i c a l n ights at Fabric, 

o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y m e e t i n g w h e n we get a b i t b o r e d , w h e n the 
s o p o r i f i c p o u n d i n g o f S p e e d G a r a g e o r the d e a d e n i n g g r o o v e 
o f D e e p H o u s e needs , as it w e r e , s o m e spicing up." :' 

B u t i t is c r u c i a l l y i m p o r t a n t to n o t e that the f a u l t b e h i n d the 
p r o j e c t o f Anokha does n o t s t e m e n t i r e l y f r o m its a b s o r p t i o n 
i n t o the l a r g e r text o f the B r i t i s h p o s t c o l o n i a l r a c i s m (a r a c i s m 
so subt ly a n d m a r v e l l o u s l y e n a c t e d by the s e e m i n g l y b e n e v o l e n t 
film p r o d u c e r s ) . It is n o t a f a u l t s i m p l y d e t e r m i n e d f r o m w i t h 
o u t . Ra ther , i t c a n o f t e n be f o u n d w i t h i n the w o r d s o f S i n g h 
h i m s e l f . F o r e x a m p l e , w h e n a s k e d a b o u t the t i t le o f his a l b u m 
O.K., S i n g h r e s p o n d s by c o m p l e t e l y c o l l a p s i n g the i n t e r e s t i n g 
a n t a g o n i s m s b e t w e e n a n d w i t h i n g e n e r a t i o n (s) a n d c u l t u r e (s) 
that h i s m u s i c o f t e n a d u m b r a t e s w i t h s u c h subt lety : 

Why was the a lbum called O.K.? Because it's the most c o m m o n 
word in the wor ld , . . . You go anywhere in the world and people 
know what O K is. Music shouldn' t have boundaries. That's the way 
I've always seen music. Indian classical music . . . It's just language, 
that everyone can identify with. That's the most valuable thing in 
music today. We're l iving in that time when things have got to unite. 

( 2 3 May 2 0 0 0 < ht tp://www.is land.co.uk/news/news401 .html . ) 

T h e n o f c o u r s e t h e r e is S i n g h ' s s o m e w h a t d i s h e a r t e n i n g state
m e n t , u t t e r e d u p o n r e c e i v i n g the p r e s t i g i o u s B r i t i s h T e c h n i c s 
M e r c u r y P r i z e : " the i n d u s t r y n e e d s to a c c e p t m u s i c that 's a b i t 
c o l o u r f u l . I a m n o t a m i n o r i t y a n y m o r e . I a m a major i ty . T h i s is 
c e l e b r a t i n g that [ fac t ] " ( B B C N e w s O n l i n e , " U K A s i a n s D o i n g 
O K , " L o n d o n : 23 M a y 2 0 0 0 < h t t p : / / n e w s . b b c . c o . u k / l o w / e n -
g l i s h / u k / n e w s i d _ 4 4 2 0 0 o / 4 4 2 2 6 2 . s t m > ) . T h i s c o m m e n t that 
does l i t t le to d i s r u p t the l i b e r a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s t , a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t 
i m a g i n a t i o n . 

http://www.island.co.uk/news/news401.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/low/en-glish/uk/newsid_44200o/442262.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/low/en-glish/uk/newsid_44200o/442262.stm
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So h o w t h e n s h o u l d o n e " r e a d " b o t h S i n g h a n d Anokha, this 
p e r s o n a n d p lace that moves , w i t h a l l the charac ter i s t i c s o f the 
d i a l e c t i c — the t e r m w h i c h n o w serves as a k i n d o f g e n e r a t i o n a l 
s h i b b o l e t h , the s e p a r a t i o n o f the ex i s tent ia l i s t fa thers f r o m the 
post - s t ructura l i s t s o n s / d a u g h t e r s , the 1950s h u m a n i s t - M a r x i s t s 
f r o m the 1970s A l t h u s s e r i a n s 6 — b e t w e e n a n o n - m y s t i c a l e t h i 
ca l t r a n s c e n d e n c e , a d i s s o l v i n g o f the e t h n i c p o l a r i t i e s that s t i l l 
m a n a g e s to m a i n t a i n a c o n t e s t o r y s e p a r a t i o n , a n d a n i m m a 
n e n c e that r e m a i n s o n this s ide o f o u r l i b e r a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
" c u l t u r e , " a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g m a r k e d by r a c i a l i z e d e t h n i c sepa
r a t i o n i n w h i c h O t h e r n e s s is v i e w e d as m e r e aesthet ic , i n w h i c h 
the w o r l d , w i t h its very rea l a n t a g o n i s m s o f c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e , 
c a n be m a d e r a d i c a l l y h y b r i d by the h y p n o t i c s t r u c t u r e o f sitars? 

It is a l m o s t p u r e c o n j e c t u r e o n m y par t , b u t I t h i n k that the key 
to u n d e r s t a n d i n g this v a c i l l a t i o n l ies i n a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the 
n a t u r e a n d scope o f a p e r f o r m a t i v e p o l i t i c s , speci f ica l ly , o f the 
i n d i v i d u a l b o d y o f the c l u b d a n c e r as h e o r she offers a k i n d of 
p e r f o r m a t i v e gesture to the O t h e r s l o c a t e d at any g i v e n m o m e n t 
w i t h i n his o r h e r space. H e r e o f c o u r s e we m u s t b r e a k w i t h m y 
e q u a t i o n o f S i n g h to Anokha itself, f o r i n r e a l m o f the c o m m u n a l 
s h a r i n g o f r h y t h m , w h e r e as E m m a n u e l L e v i n a s wri tes , "we c a n 
n o t speak o f c o n s e n t , a s s u m p t i o n , in i t i a t ive o r f r e e d o m , because 
the subject is c a u g h t u p a n d c a r r i e d away b y i t " ( 4 ) , the " a u t h o r " 
o f the s o u n d s themselves is a l m o s t total ly s e p a r a t e d f r o m his 
c l a i m s to a u t h o r i a l in i t i a t ive , f r o m his des i re to possess a c o n 
t r o l l e d mastery o f the d i s s e m i n a t i o n of the " text " at h a n d . 7 

Ins tead, we m u s t l o o k to the d a n c e f l o o r o f Fabric i tself , w h e r e 
S i n g h , s t a n d i n g b e h i n d a l a r g e i r o n grate to p r e v e n t d a n c e r s 
f r o m b u m p i n g i n t o his t u r n t a b l e s , b o b s h is h e a d u p a n d d o w n 
i n a m a d frenzy, s p i n n i n g w h a t is essent ia l ly a m o n t a g e o f D r u m 
a n d Bass/Jungle w i t h a m y r i a d o f A s i a n s o u n d s , o f the f o l k , clas
s ica l , a n d p o p u l a r var iet ies . W e m u s t l o o k to the sweaty m e n a n d 
w o m e n w h o p e r f o r m the c o n t o r t i n g , l a n g u o r o u s m o v e m e n t s 
that " a c c o m p a n y " this s t r a n d o f d a n c e m u s i c by m a t c h i n g 
its h y p e r - f r e n e t i c beats i n h a l f o r e v e n a q u a r t e r t i m e , ca ta lept i -
cal ly f o l l o w i n g the n u m e r o u s breaks b e t w e e n c lusters o f d e n s e l y 
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p a c k e d beats — that is, we m u s t a t t e m p t to t h i n k what P a u l G i l -
roy cal ls " c o u n t e r c u l t u r e ' s u n i q u e c o n j u n c t i o n o f b o d y a n d 
m u s i c " (76). 

S h o r t l y a f ter m y a t t e m p t e d f l i r t a t i o n w i t h S h a b a n a fails mis 
e rab ly d u e to b o t h m y g e n e r a l i n c o m p e t e n c e a n d the p r e s e n c e 
o f a d r u n k e n , a l m o s t v o m i t i n g f r i e n d o f hers w h o " r e a l l y m u s t 
be t a k e n h o m e , " I c l i m b to the t o p m o s t b a l c o n y o f Fabric, m o r e 
t h a n a b i t d i s a p p o i n t e d . S u r p r i s i n g l y , f r o m this e l e v a t i o n the 
d a n c e r s g y r a t i n g to S i n g h ' s m u s i c d o n o t f o r m a n a m o r p h o u s 
sea o f c o l l e c t i v e m o v e m e n t , a sweaty mass o f sexual i ty that 
o n e r e g u l a r l y observes w h e n c l u b s a p p r o a c h t h e i r p e a k h o u r s . 
Ra ther , 1 observe a s o m e w h a t s u r r e a l p a t c h w o r k o f m o v e m e n t 
— A n t o n i o n i ' s Zabriskie Point deser t o r g y scene sans orgy. Sepa
r a t e d by three feet o r m o r e , the d a n c e r s s e e m l o c k e d i n t o invis
i b l e cel ls , e a c h c o n t o r t i n g a n d t w i s t i n g i n t i m e w i t h h is o r h e r 
o w n c o n c e p t i o n o f the l o g i c o f these i l l o g i c a l r h y t h m s . 

E v e n f r o m this h e i g h t , I c a n m a k e o u t m a n y o f t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l 
features : the B r i t i s h - A s i a n b o y w i t h n i c e c h e e k b o n e s , the B r i t 
ish b l a c k g i r l w i t h d r e a d s so i m m a c u l a t e that they s c r e a m o u t a 
k i n d of l o u c h e H o x t o n h i p s t e r i s m r a t h e r t h a n a " t r u e " B r i x t o n 
a t t i t u d e . T h e s e are n o t d a n c e r s d a n c i n g i n a n y sort o f m o d e r n 
i z e d scene o f t r i b a l c o l l e c t i v e cathars is , e a c h i n d i v i d u a l i n d i s t i n 
g u i s h a b l e f r o m the n e x t — i n fact , the scene b e f o r e m e proves 
to be s o m e t h i n g q u i t e o t h e r t h a n Lev inas ' s ( E u r o c e n t r i c ) take 
o n r h y t h m , w h e r e the c o l l e c t i v i t y swallows u p the p a r t i c i p a n t s . 8 

T h e s e are a t o m i z e d i n d i v i d u a l s , o c c u p y i n g a c o m p l e t e l y desex-
u a l i z e d space , e a c h u s i n g u n i q u e h a n d m o v e m e n t s to self-
stylize themselves , to p r e s e n t themselves to the O t h e r as a n aes
thet ic ob jec t to be a p p r e c i a t e d , t h o u g h n o t a p p r o a c h e d . 

T h i s is the k i n d o f s i t u a t i o n p r e d i c t e d by the F r a n k f u r t 
S c h o o l ; m a n y o f the c o m p o n e n t s o f its t h e o r i z i n g are p r e s e n t : 
the d a n c e f l o o r of Fabric d o e s i n d e e d a p p e a r to r e s e m b l e the 
f r a g m e n t a t i o n of the i n d i v i d u a l at the h a n d s o f c a p i t a l i s m r u n 
a m o k , the d e a t h o f c o l l e c t i v e , the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of r a d i c a l 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s d u e to the s t u l t i f y i n g effects o f financed, strate
g i c " c o u n t e r - c u l t u r e . " If this is to be t a k e n as a c o r r e c t r e a d i n g , 
w h a t the l o g i c of late c a p i t a l i s m has w r o u g h t is the d e a t h o f 
d a n c i n g as a v i b r a n t scene i n w h i c h ( w o ) m a n c a n b o n d t o g e t h e r 
a n d d e v e l o p a k i n d o f c o m m u n i t y . In o t h e r w o r d s , the d a n c e 
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f l o o r o f Fabric w o u l d s i m p l y b e c o m e yet a n o t h e r s u p p o r t i n g ex
a m p l e o f w h a t R o b e r t K a u f m a n descr ibes as F r a n k f u r t S c h o o l 
t h e o r e t i c i a n T h e o d o r A d o r n o ' s ins i s tence that " th is o r that p r o 
j e c t i o n o f mass c u l t u r e r a d i c a l i s m is i n rea l i ty the p r o f o u n d l y 
d e p o l i t i c i z i n g p r o j e c t i o n o f c a p i t a l i tself" (706). 

Yet, at the r i sk o f l a p s i n g i n t o a n e q u a l l y l i m i t i n g F r a n c o p h i l i c 
t h e o r e t i c a l a p p r o a c h , w h a t s u c h a n analysis misses is the subt le 
subversiveness s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s n e a k i n g i n t o this m i l i e u : the n e w 
n o t i o n s o f a d i s junc t ive co l lec t iv i ty b e i n g f o r g e d (a co l lec t iv i ty 
w i t h o u t s u b s u m p t i o n that the n e w b r e e d o f L e v i n a s i a n s m i g h t 
j u s t c a l l " e t h i c a l " — at least i f they c a n disavow t h e i r i n v e s t m e n t 
i n the poss ib i l i ty o f a p a r t i c u l a r u n m e d i a t e d e x p e r i e n c e ) , the 
r a d i c a l g e n d e r equa l i ty i n w h i c h w o m e n are f o r o n c e n o t sole ly 
t u r n e d i n t o objects o f the m a l e gaze. Aes the t i ca l ly , the d a n c e 
d e m o n s t r a t e s n e w n o t i o n s o f r h y t h m , o f w h a t d a n c i n g s h o u l d be 
a n d w h a t i t m e a n s to d a n c e w e l l ; there seems to b e n o set m o d e l 
f o r w h a t i n fact const i tutes " g o o d " d a n c i n g . It is a c o m m u n i t y 
b u i l t n o t a r o u n d s o m e fixed e x o t i c i z a t i o n o f the O t h e r b u t 
a r o u n d a s e l f - d e t e r m i n e d style o f s e l f - e x o t i c i z a t i o n , a n avowal o f 
the zones o f the abject, the silly, the base, that b o t h i n f o r m a n d 
p e r f o r m the very " c o r e " o f the self. So o n c e a g a i n , we s e e m to be 
back to w h e r e we s tar ted : s t a r i n g i n t o the face o f a n a l m o s t inter
m i n a b l e d i a l e c t i c a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n . 

M u c h as I w o u l d l i k e to resolve these c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , we m u s t , as 
it w e r e , appease the a p o r i a , a n d rea l ize that Anokha a n d S i n g h 
exist n o t o n l y b e t w e e n " i d e n t i t i e s , c u l t u r e s , d e s t i n a t i o n s , l a n 
guages . . . the b o d y a n d d i g i t a l processes . . . t r a d i t i o n s a n d her
esy," or, as I have j u s t stressed, b e t w e e n the t h e o r e t i c a l l a n g u a g e s 
o f F r a n c e a n d G e r m a n y , but , u l t i m a t e l y , b e t w e e n a t r u l y subver
sive p o l i t i c s o f aesthet ic e n j o y m e n t a n d a t r u l y r e a c t i o n a r y , i n d i 
v i d u a l i z e d e n j o y m e n t o f a e s t h e t i c i z e d p s e u d o p o l i t i c i s m . W e 
m u s t rea l iz e that Anokha is a d i a l e c t i c w i t h o u t t r a n s c e n d e n c e . 

I w a n t n o w to r e t u r n to o u r p o i n t o f o r i g i n : the e p i g r a p h 
f r o m J a c q u e s D e r r i d a . H e r e , D e r r i d a ' s c o m m e n t c o m e s f r o m 
a n o f t e n - o v e r l o o k e d i n t e r v i e w o n the subject o f s e x u a l d i f fer 
e n c e w i t h i n the scene o f W e s t e r n m e t a p h y s i c s , b o t h r e v o l u t i o n 
ary a n d r e a c t i o n a r y . I n r e s p o n s e to a n i n t e r l o c u t o r w h o cites 
a n a r c h i s t / f e m i n i s t E m m a G o l d m a n ' s f a m o u s c o m m e n t that "If 
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I c a n ' t d a n c e I d o n ' t w a n t to be p a r t o f y o u r r e v o l u t i o n , " D e r r i d a 
specula tes at s o m e l e n g t h a b o u t the t e n s i o n b e t w e e n enjoy
m e n t a n d p o l i t i c s , s y m b o l i z e d i n the c o n t e x t o f his w o r d s by 
the t e n s i o n b e t w e e n d a n c i n g a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y a c t i o n . H i s 
c o m m e n t s are w o r t h q u o t i n g i n t h e i r e n t i r e t y : 

T h e m o s t s e r i o u s p a r t o f t h e d i f f i c u l t y is t h e n e c e s s i t y t o b r i n g t h e 
d a n c e a n d its t e m p o i n t u n e w i t h t h e " r e v o l u t i o n . " T h e l a c k o f 
p l a c e o r t h e m a d n e s s o f t h e d a n c e — t h i s b i t o f l u c k c a n a l s o c o m 
p r o m i s e t h e p o l i t i c a l c h a n c e s . . . a n d serve as a n a l i b i f o r d e s e r t i n g 
o r g a n i z e d , p a t i e n t , l a b o r i o u s . . . s t r u g g l e s w h e n b r o u g h t i n t o c o n 
tact w i t h a l l t h e f o r m s o r r e s i s t a n c e that a d a n c e m o v e m e n t c a n n o t 
d i s p e l , e v e n t h o u g h t h e d a n c e is n o t s y n o n y m o u s w i t h e i t h e r p o w -
e r l e s s n e s s o r f r a g i l i t y . (443-44) 

If we l i s t e n to D e r r i d a , it b e c o m e s a p p a r e n t that o n e c a n dis
c a r d n e i t h e r d a n c i n g n o r the r e v o l u t i o n — n e i t h e r Anokha as a 
site o f c o n t e s t o r y s t ruggle n o r the necessi ty o f c o m b a t i n g reac
t i o n a r y c u l t u r a l p o l i t i c s i n a m o r e p o l i t i c a l s p h e r e . Ra ther , the 
two m u s t c o n t i n u a l l y be b r o u g h t to b e a r o n o n e a n o t h e r , e v e n 
t h o u g h s u c h a b r i n g i n g to b e a r w i l l n e v e r resul t i n a d i a l e c t i c a l 
synthesis . T h e d e n i z e n s o f this n i g h t at Fabric w i l l n o t w i s h to 
e n g a g e i n a n y t h i n g r e s e m b l i n g overt ly p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n , a n d n e i 
t h e r w i l l m a n y ( t h o u g h c e r t a i n l y n o t n o n e ) of those e n g a g e d i n 
p o l i t i c a l ac t iv i sm w i s h to i n d u l g e i n Anokha's m o r e E p i c u r e a n 
aspects. Yet b o t h g r o u p s exist , a n d b o t h , u l t i m a t e l y , have a s i m i 
lar d e s i r e to l i b e r a t e the v ic iss i tudes o f c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e f r o m 
the c o n s t r a i n t s o f c u l t u r a l h i e r a r c h y a n d r a c i s m . I r o n i c a l l y , it is 
h e r e that the n e e d f o r s o m e t h i n g b e t w e e n d a n c i n g a n d ac
t i o n — n a m e l y , the pas de deux, the d a n c e o f d u p l i c i t y — avow
e d l y a n n o u n c e s itself. 

B e f o r e t u r n i n g to a s p e c u l a t i o n o n the q u e s t i o n o f w o m a n i n 
N i e t z s c h e , D e r r i d a speaks a b o u t " the i m p o s s i b l e a n d necessary 
c o m p r o m i s e . . . a n incessant , d a i l y n e g o t i a t i o n — i n d i v i d u a l o r 
n o t — s o m e t i m e s m i c r o s c o p i c " ( 4 4 4 ) b e t w e e n the d a n c e a n d 
the r e v o l u t i o n . I n w r i t i n g this a r t i c l e , I h o p e to have b e g u n s u c h 
a n i m p o s s i b l e n e g o t i a t i o n . 

NOTES 
I Butler's essay sees itself as an attempt to unfold and expand her excellent ques

tion. 
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- Today, more than six months after this article was written, 1 stumbled upon Ali 
Nobil Ahmad's article, "Whose Underground? Asian Cool and the Poverty of 
'Hybridity,'" published in Third Text. For those who have read Ahmad's article, a 
scathing critique of post-colonial theory which does little to no justice to the 
specificity of "Asian Cool" (or, for that matter, to post-colonial theory), I hope it 
will become apparent by the end of my article that my differences from Ahmad 
are so great that any sustained reflection on them would transform this paper 
into mere polemic. 

s For this provocative linking between the structure of signification and the con
struction of cultural identity, see Bhabha, "The Commitment to Theory." 

' In Lacan's theory of discourse it is the points de capiton, the quilting points, which 
stop the incessant sliding of signifiers, allowing something like a (provisionally) 
stable meaning to emerge; see Slavqj Zi/.ek 8 7 - 8 8 . 5 In many ways the reaction of the white film-producers to Anokha is similar to 
what bell hooks calls the desire to fuck the non-white Other. That is, the produc
ers "claim the body of the colored Other instrumentally, as unexplored terrain, 
a symbolic frontier that will be fertile ground for . . . asserting themselves as 
transgressive desiring subjects" ( 2 4 ) . 

11 Six months later, 1 now wonder if this is still the case . . . after all, so many of our 
best known practitioners of "high theory" seem suddenly bent on recasting the 
dialectic as that which encircles, but does not assimilate, the objet petit a. 

~ In fact, it appears that the death of the author is the most marked in DJ culture, 
where the "song" emerges from somewhere between its originators, the DJ who 
reconfigures his or her work and perhaps melds it with that of others, the cur
rently technology of mixing, and the spatial configuration of the club; for some 
similar reflections on the deconstructive nature of the DJ see Simon Frith 4 b - , . 

* Of course, this is due to the frenetic nature of this particular branch of Techno. 
Other variants. Trance for example, seek precisely to recreate such a "tribal" 
atmosphere. 
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