
Chapter 1

The “Right” to Copy and the 
“Copyright”: Authenticity, 

Hybridity, and Cultural Identity

The driving historical question is this: How has it come to be that the most
perplexing moral dilemmas of this era are dilemmas posed by our skill at the
creation of likenesses of ourselves, our world, our time?

Hillel Schwartz, The Culture of the Copy

Creating stability from this instability is no small task, yet all identity formation
is engaged in this habitually bracing activity in which the issue is not so much
staying the same, but maintaining sameness through alterity.

Michael Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity

The reality and consequences of globalization1 are once again confirmed by
the outbreak of Sudden Acute Respiratory Syndrome, otherwise known as
SARS. It first began in November 2002 in Guangdong Province of south-
ern China. Within the space of six months, SARS spread to more than
twenty-six countries and created worldwide fear of this unknown and
highly contagious virus. The Beijing city government’s misjudgment of this
incident—treating it as a regional problem and underreporting the cases—
quickly turned the Chinese government into the target of international
condemnation. The Chinese government’s early reaction to and measures
taken toward the disease when it first appeared in Guangdong are consistent
with its past when faced with a potential source of social instability. It has
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been the political and historical instinct of the Chinese government to want
to exert control on the one hand and to protect its international image (“to
preserve face”) on the other. The Chinese government’s early decision to
suppress the news might have helped maintain domestic sociopolitical and
economic stability. However, the Chinese government overlooked the
degree to which the world has been globalized and how closely China is tied
to the global network. So, what seemed to be a safe decision at first turned
out to be a horrible mistake that cost the Chinese government its credibil-
ity both domestically and internationally, as well as initiating an enormous
economic setback. The unprecedented move of the Chinese government to
publicly acknowledge its mistake—a formal apology delivered by Premier
Wen Jiabao to other world leaders at the Bangkok emergency summit on
SARS on May 1, 2003—was China’s first step toward restoring its interna-
tional image and custom.

According to the May issue of Time magazine, the spread of SARS, as a
result of China’s initial cover-up, has “rocked Asian markets, ruined the
tourist trade of an entire region, nearly bankrupted airlines and spread
panic through some of the world’s largest countries.”2 The globally wide-
spread effects of its own domestic political decision must have taken the
Chinese leadership by surprise. The SARS outbreak certainly has taught
China, if not also the rest of the world, one valuable lesson about how,
like it or not, interlocked we are in this globalized world. But an even more
valuable lesson is the realization of how fragmented and partial our com-
prehension is of the nature of this new condition called “globalization.”
Since Deng Xiaoping opened China’s doors for foreign investment in the
mid-1980s, China has become the world’s largest labor and production
market; the World Trade Organization’s approval of China’s membership on
November 11, 2001, has formally taken China into a new phase as it
entered the global trading community. It is therefore a mistake to assert that
the Chinese government lacks global awareness since China itself is an
upcoming and active player in the global economy, the effect of which is felt
in every strata of the Chinese society. One of the main reasons the Beijing
city government decided to conceal knowledge of SARS is precisely the
concern of economy: to keep its foreign investors from leaving. So why,
then, did the decision backfire? What went wrong? One explanation stands
clear, and that is: China miscalculated the human aspect of the working of
the global economic system; China also failed to comprehend the power
dynamics between domestic governance and what has been called “the
force-fields of world capitalism.”3

But such errors are not confined to the Chinese case, as the authors of
Empire would readily point out: the hosts of phenomena that we call “glob-
alization” today are complex, paradoxical, and unprecedented in human
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history. The world has seen incident after incident, with the AIDS epi-
demic, 9/11 terrorism, and now the outbreak of SARS, that a globalized
world is a dangerous one simply because one mishap can be felt immedi-
ately throughout the world—the Chinese government would probably
tell us, after its experience with the SARS incident, that we no longer have
the luxury of treating nation-state governance and economic development
as mere “domestic” or “internal” affairs. The line that separates “within”
from “without” is now completely erased. As Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri so poignantly and persistently argue throughout Empire, one of
the hallmarks characterizing our globalized world is the new operating
principle of world market in which capitalism dictates, and that “the capi-
talist market is one machine that has always run counter to any division
between inside and outside. It is thwarted by barriers and exclusions; it
thrives instead by including always more within its sphere. . . . In its ideal
form there is no outside to the world market: the entire globe is its
domain.”4 That is why in order for the Chinese government to protect its
economic growth and to keep its foreign investments where they are, the
Chinese government should have made the outbreak of SARS an interna-
tional affair by engaging the World Heath Organization immediately to
help deal with the virus.

The move from the dialectic of the modern to the multiple matrixes of
power of the postmodern, from colonial rule to worldwide decolonization
and the waning of nation-state, as Hardt and Negri continue to argue,
marks a paradigm shift in the contemporary world: “from the paradigm of
the modern sovereignty toward the paradigm of imperial sovereignty”
(137). The booming of postmodernist and postcolonialist theories in the
1980s signals the happening of this paradigm shift. Postmodernism has
successfully deconstructed modernist binaries and dualism; similarly, post-
colonialism has firmly established difference, hybridity, and the fluidity of
borders as the current dominant modes of rethinking race, gender, class,
and most of all, identity. Although Hardt and Negri predict that postmod-
ernism and postcolonialism may have already reached the full capacity of
their subverting power and may inevitably come to a dead end,5 these two
cultural criticisms nevertheless have constituted an excellent ground upon
which we can continue to develop new theories and methodologies for
identity studies. Furthermore, the potential of hybridity actually goes
beyond what Hardt and Negri call “a realized politics of difference” or “an
attack” on modern sovereignty and colonialism (145).

The notion of hybridity in the twentieth century has been regarded as
both a cross-linguistic and cross-cultural phenomenon. Theorists such as
Mikhail Bakhtin, Paul de Man, Jacque Derrida, Homi K. Bhabha, and
Stuart Hall have elaborated on the concept of hybridity as used to signify a
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dialectical process of cultural interaction and a model for subverting effects
of colonial domination. When applied to articulating mobile and multiple
identities, this new evaluation of hybridity gains particular vitality and
promise because of its capacity to be flexible and inclusive. In nineteenth
century Victorian England, as Robert J. C. Young points out in his system-
atic study of hybridity, the notion usually evoked images of biological and
racial degeneration and infertility.6 A “hybrid” referred specifically to cross-
species breeding to produce animals such as mules, and as a physiological
phenomenon, the term “human hybrid” was used to describe offspring by
people of radically different races, usually between a white man-master and
a black woman-slave (and it was rarely the other way around). Racial prejudice
is clearly inherent in this nineteenth century definition of hybridity. As
Young states: “As the (nineteenth) century progressed, the alleged degeneration
of those of mixed race came increasingly both to feed off and to supplement
hybridity as the focus of racial and cultural attention and anxiety” (16).
Evolving into the twentieth century, discussions of hybridity gradually
came to focus on the cultural, the sexual and, particularly, the identity pol-
itics between the dominating and the dominated and hybridity came to
symbolize a force of subversion and transformation.

Articulation of identity is always the recognizing and affirming of differ-
ence out of a confluence of influences and relations. Identity, therefore, is a
constant negotiation of difference between the self and a multitude of others.
It is this recognition and affirmation of difference that is the basic nature of
hybridity. But the impulse of global culturalism seems to operate on same-
ness, not difference. Therefore, the challenge of identity today becomes:
How to produce meaning in sameness as well as to assert individuality in an
endless array of similarities. What identity politics has come to mean today
is that the identity we talk about here is always cultural. When the word
“identity” is uttered, it is always cultural identity that we speak of.7 Identity,
when understood simply, means how individuals articulate who they are in
relation to their immediate environment such as family, to the larger com-
munities such as society and nation, and to more abstract notions such as
history and tradition. But where information, mass media, travel, and mul-
ticultural experiences manipulate our self-knowledge, identity is and must
always be cultural because culture accounts for the totality of all the ele-
ments that shape our sense of self. Cultural identity therefore is personal,
sexual, national, social, and ethnic identities all combined into one. Culture
encompasses all of our experiences and backgrounds; cultural identity as
personal identity signals the dissolution of “inside” and “outside,” whereby
individuals are left confronting the issue of identity on their own. The
vision here is not to treat identity politics as performative identifications, or
in Arif Dirlik’s words, “one big mall of identity transactions.”8 But rather it
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is to conceptualize identity in such a way that the individual can be better
equipped to understand himself or herself in a profoundly confusing world.

Sameness, Not Difference

One commonality found in postmodern and postcolonial literature and art
is the preoccupation with imitation and appropriation. The nature of this
preoccupation is not merely aesthetic—what it reflects is more than just an
artistic inclination or preference toward imitation and appropriation as the
basis of innovating creative techniques. Taking literary works as an example,
both postmodern and postcolonial writers’ interest in applying principles of
imitation and appropriation reflects these writers’ attempt to engage them-
selves in a dialectical process with the forces of globalization. But at the
same time, their applications must also be understood in their respective
political and cultural contexts as well as the historical conditions that shape
these two practices. To explore the reasons for and the effects of contemporary
writers’ keen interest in and curiosity about the idea of replication is also to
understand the force of global economy that has blurred the boundaries of
all cultures and intensified a crisis of cultural identity in the contemporary
world.

The categories of the “First World” and the “Third World” of course have
been losing their validity since the wave of globalization began to take force.
As Arif Dirlik argues, “[p]arts of the earlier Third World are today on the
pathways of transnational capital and belong in the ‘developed’ sector of the
world economy. Likewise, parts of the First World marginalized in the new
global economy are hardly distinguishable in way of life from what used to
be viewed as the Third World.”9 Dirlik claims that the North/South division
is a more effective way of distinguishing what used to be the three worlds,
but what is really important is that, before we discard the old “three worlds”
classification, we need to understand the reason to which Dirlik refers that
has caused the need for reclassification: the coming closer to each other of
the two (first and third) worlds in many societies. What is the drive within
each world that has steeled them to cross each other? The first world, which
is comprised of countries that are already in the stage of late capitalism, and
the third world whose members are mostly postcolonial countries, are inter-
secting one another at many points within their respective cultural spheres.
How are we to understand the commonalities found in the postmodern and
the postcolonial cultural practices and artistic imaginaries? If postmodern
literature’s self-reflexivity is the way the West looks within itself, and postco-
lonial literature’s “celebration of oneself as Other”10 is the attitude with
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which the non-West looks outward, then their common practice of imita-
tion and appropriation as seen in visual arts and literary narratives may have
created a connection between postmodernism and postcolonialism. How,
then, will this relationship between the two cultural criticisms affect our con-
sideration of the issue of cultural identity under the force of globalization?

Postmodern Anxiety: The Copy

In his discussion of the replica, Hillel Schwartz points out that the correlation
between hybridity and authenticity is derived from the correlation between
what copy is to hybridization and what originality is to authenticity. The
idea of something that is “the original” is not a given, the mythical First;
rather—much against the grain of the Platonian a priori—it is generated from
a process of making something into the original. Once that something is
proclaimed to be original, it then can further evolve to being recognized as
authentic. This process of constructing originality-authenticity, as articulated
by Judith Butler in her conceptualization of what the very idea of construc-
tion entails, “not only takes place in time, but is itself a temporal process
which operates through the reiteration of norms.”11 The norms in our case
are the value systems and the ideologies that regulate our thoughts and
behaviors in a collective that is the society. It is essentially a sociopolitical
hegemonic discourse that assigns the supreme value to what we intend as
original and authentic.12 Such a value assignment must produce what is
opposite to the original/authentic: the copy, which is to be inferior, nomi-
nal, and mediocre. However, in this value system, there must be only one
that is the Original which occupies the pinnacle of the pyramid. But what
comprises the rest of the pyramid? The answer obviously must be the many
imperfect imitations of the Original. Thus the formation of the pyramid—
or to expand the idea further, the adherence of the collective such as a soci-
ety or a nation—must depend on internal replication of the highest values,
the Original. Relationship between the Copy and the Original thus is not
simply one between the inferior and the superior, but a dependence on each
other for their own validation—the Copy certifies the Original the same
way the Original certifies the Copy. Schwartz argues that, “Cultures cohere
in the faithful transmission of rituals and rules of conduct. To copy cell for
cell, word for word, image for image, is to make the known world our
own. . . . Such copying, inherently flawed, always begs for ratification even
as we look to copies themselves for assurance of continuity, value, and
authenticity. . . . It is within an exuberant world of copies that we arrive at
our experience of originality” (211–12).
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But what of the identity of each copy? Does the copy have a rightful
claim to an identity, or is anonymity its fate? Is it possible for the copy to
have an authentic identity? And how can that be achieved? All these questions
actually pertain to the two seemingly unrelated concerns that define the
postmodern teleological narrative against the Enlightenment project and
the postcolonial calling for rectification. As postmodernism originates, the
postmodernist writers intentionally imitate and at times copy literary can-
ons with the intent to dissolve the authorial aura of originality. This in effect
creates a new movement that signals beginnings and opportunities for new
identities. The postcolonial writers, on the other hand, face the challenge of
reconciling the imbalanced interculturation between their native culture
and the colonizer’s. The colonial writings always bear the burden of being
an imperfect imitation of the colonizer’s writings. Inheriting their colonial
literature, the postcolonial writers’ strategies of imitation and appropriation
thus have subverting consequences similar to those of the postmodernist
writers’ employment of the same strategies. But what differentiates these
two discourses is their impact on the consideration of identity. Further
aided by the forces of globalization, the characteristics of postmodern culture
are found in a postcolonial society where the postcolonial drive for political
representation inspires and encourages ethnic minority immigrants to strive
for identity and recognition. In many societies of the twenty-first century,
postmodern and postcolonial cultures are often found meshed together, as
the writers of both have chosen to use imitation and appropriation as means
and expressions of their anxiety about identity issues. These two artistic
strategies thus reflect a common inclination toward accepting simulation as
part of the experience of the Real in this technological and information age.

By copying, the postmodernist writers are able to celebrate multiple
identities and at the same time question imposed identities. Linda Hutcheon
describes postmodernism as “the expression of a culture in crisis.”13 Behind
this cultural crisis is an anxiety of identity. Resulting from mechanical
reproduction of the modern and intensified by global circulation of the
image culture of the postmodern, the prevailing practice of pastiche by the
postmodernists, Fredric Jameson argues, is an indication of the “disappear-
ance of the individual subject, along with its formal consequence, the
increasing unavailability of the personal style.”14 This also helps explain the
postmodernists’ impulse to reimagine the double so as to relocate the indi-
vidual subject. Imitation and appropriation is a double-edged sword—on
the one hand, they are the tools with which the postmodernists reveal and
challenge prevailing norms; on the other hand, by their deconstruction
methodology the postmodernists also displace meaning of any form of rep-
resentation, including identity construction. Jean Baudrillard’s radical (and
almost nihilistic) interpretation of the contemporary image culture negates
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any possibility of representation and insists that it is simulation that takes
the center stage: “Representation stems from the principle of the equiva-
lence of the sign and of the real (even if this equivalence is utopian, it is a
fundamental axiom). Simulation, on the contrary, stems from the utopia of
the principle of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as value,
from the sign as the reversion and death sentence of every reference.
Whereas representation attempts to absorb simulation by interpreting it as a
false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation
itself as a simulacrum.”15

The copy is a manifestation of the simulacrum; and digital and Internet
technologies have brought the culture of the copy to its height. Now the
copy is no longer a replica of the original; it is the copy of the copy of the
copy. Copying the copy, not the original, is now the dominant mode of
image reproduction. In his article in The New York Times, Jeff MacGregor
laments the loss of the old Hollywood stardom to the contemporary celebrity
society as he critiques the recent TV movie “The Audrey Hepburn Story.”
The young actress Jennifer Love Hewitt only remotely resembles the old
Hollywood icon, and because of copyright issues Hepburn’s famous cos-
tumes and clothes are not precisely duplicated in every detail. The copy here
is an imperfect approximation of the original. And as Hollywood’s manu-
facture of celebrities moves in such a warp speed nowadays, the young
actress who is to be the “Audrey Hepburn copy” appears with even less dis-
position of an old Hollywood superstar. However Hewitt portrays Hep-
burn, her performance is already a distant copy of the original. MacGregor
comments: “Generational deterioration describes what happens when you
make copies of copies of copies, an effect common in videotape (and the
genealogy of Europe’s royal families). By the fourth or fifth generation the
loss of quality is obvious, and one is left with only a dim facsimile, a blurred
and colorless rendering of the original.”16 Naturally, remote approximation
such as this only increases people’s longing for originality, which explains
the big boom of autobiographies in the publishing industry or the current
trend of “real life TV” or “reality TV” dramas from the early hit shows such
as “Big Brother” and “Survivor” to later ones like “The Apprentice” and
numerous others that have flooded the TV screen. Suddenly everyone wants
to share his or her life stories with the public, but the more it is done, the
more remote is originality because the reproducing of so-called real lives is
only an attempt to fulfill the desire for authentic life experiences. What
“reality TV” does is actually authenticate the imaginary, hardly a recovery of
the authenticity of life.

This brings us to the question of how authenticity and originality are
viewed in the era of the postmodern. In the visual arts, these two merits
have been the mark of how a work of art is defined and valued. The value of
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art is still withheld today, although it is only through copies of the original
that artworks are able to have their commercial value, and artistic value
(defined by originality and authenticity), in turn, matters less and less—at
least the consumers do not seem to be concerned about it. The other side of
this indifference to art’s originality/authenticity is the postmodernist artists’
interest in appropriating or copying well-known images and artworks. Of
the many reasons in doing so, some of them may be to subvert or challenge
the authority of modernist ideology and to critique the commercialization
of the reproduced (not even the original) artworks. Ironically, such subversion
also contributes to the proliferation of imitations and copies, reinforcing
our technological age as the age of simulacra. In his commentary of the
exhibition titled FAKE held in the New Museum in 1987, William Olander
discusses the postmodernist artists’ utilization of “the fake” or “the counter-
feit” to construct a discourse of authenticity—an endeavor most represen-
tative of the interest in postmodernist art as well as the reality of the
postmodern world in general: “FAKE promotes a new practice that weaves
its way through a multiplicity and incommensurability of works, from signs
of paintings to simulations, from artifice to artificial intelligence, from the
present to the distant future. FAKE asks the question: ‘What do we want of
art today?’ and frames it against the forgery and the counterfeit, thereby
interrogating the original and recognizing that such a dichotomy is wholly
modern. And surely, one thing that we can be certain of is that to be modern
is not what we want of art today.”17

Precisely because what we like art to be no longer follows the modernist
celebration of authorial originality, the fake is able to assume a new value, as
Olander proclaims in the beginning section of the same article: “The fake is
enormously slippery—a strange commodity which, though possessing no
value once it is revealed, retains another kind of life precisely because of its
newly-acquired ‘authenticity’ as a forgery. It becomes a curiously auratic
object, existing in a nether world of otherness” (6). This otherness of the
fake—being the other of the original—is the basis upon which the post-
modernist artists construct a new discourse of authenticity.

Imitation and appropriation are the postmodernist artists’ strategies and
tools to deconstruct the ideology of originality and to construct the post-
modern reconceptualization of authenticity. But this is not to suggest that
the idea of originality itself has lost its appreciation in our time of immense
image reproduction. What is different now is that originality is built upon
imitations and fakes—what attains the valuation of “being original” is not the
work itself but the idea behind the work, that is, the idea that something
that is a copy, a fake, a forgery, or a counterfeit, can be presented in such a
way that it actually is an authentic piece of work. Elizabeth Ferrer, the cura-
tor of the exhibition titled The Art of Appropriation, states in her article for
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the event that, “it is those artists who appropriate—or borrow imagery from
other sources—that are gaining recognition for the originality of their
statements.”18 Thus what is called to one’s attention is not the artwork itself
but the artist whose ultimate performativity is the primary content of
the artwork he or she creates. No matter how closely the artwork resembles
the original which it approximates, the artist always leaves a trace or two to
remind viewers that it is they who are the creator of this artwork so that the
authorship will never be confused.19 Although this conception of art is not
a total departure from the traditional one, the achievement of the postmod-
ernist artist still cannot be denied: “Consequently, her achievement is
demystifying both the art from which she appropriates, and the act of
appropriation” (Ferrer, 9).

Self-reflexivity thus becomes the ethical principle of postmodern imita-
tion and appropriation in artistic creations. It is because of this principle that
the artwork, which is essentially a copy, can be legitimized and recognized
as something of value; such value in turn gives the artwork an aura of
authenticity. Thus being authentic does not necessarily have to be original
in the sense that the original is “that which speaks to us in an unmediated
way, an experience we seem to believe we have lost between ourselves,
human to human” (Schwartz, 141). The communication between the copy
and the viewer is certainly mediated at least through that other artwork that
has been copied, if not also through the persona which the postmodernist
artist assumes when she becomes both the appropriator and the creator all
at once.

In this tail chase of the original and the copy, there is something at stake:
it puts the meaning of identity in jeopardy. It would seem that identity in
the culture of the copy is an obsolete notion, but at the same time, the craze
for originality allows the creation of identities a profitable business—we
only need to look to the fashion industry and the commerce of New Age
spirituality, for example, which focus on the making of identities and the
confirming of our sense of individuality. Such a manufactured sense of
identity and individuality is able to give us an instant illusion of uniqueness
that is yet always revisable.20 The destabilization of identity through post-
modern imitation and appropriation allows the formation of identity to be
flexible, no longer confined to the traditional conception that is largely
grounded on ethnicity and defined by nation.

In Mimesis and Alterity, Michael Taussig links our faculty of senses to
mimesis and discusses the cultural implications of mimesis in all of its appli-
cations including imitation, copying, and the concrete contact of the subject
who performs the act with the object that is being imitated/copied (21).
Although the context of Taussig’s study is a colonial situation, his theoriza-
tion of mimesis is also relevant to the postmodern condition. In this analysis,
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Taussig perceives the relationship between the copier and the copied as a
metaphor of the intimate connection between the self and the other.
Identity, which is the vision that we have created for and about ourselves, is
essentially an act of imitating and copying the other. But what is important
to Taussig’s theorization of mimesis is that the self and the other come into
contact with each other in the act of imitation (which is partial copying) or
copying (which is faithful duplicating). Using an eyewitness account
describing a Colombian healer who lived near the town of Mocoa, Taussig
illustrates how power not only can be exerted in the process of imitation
and contact but also can expose the problematic of the copy. That is to say, the
effect of the copy necessarily defies the fundamental definition of copy in
that a copy is no longer a copy when it possesses the power to do something
that the original cannot.

The copy that Taussig has in mind is not just a physical, tangible object
but an impression or a memory that is transferred or passed on, through our
sensuous faculties such as seeing and hearing into our imagination and
remains there. Upon that instantaneous moment of sensuous contact and
mental registering, the copy and the original, the self and the other, thus
become one. Such is the power of mimesis. The magical power to heal is
similarly passed on to anyone who can share the vision, the “painting,” that
comes to the healer. By yielding himself to this vision, the seer also gains the
healing magic: “the perceiver tries to enter into the picture and become one
with it, so that the self is moved by the representation into represented.”21

As the picture is now passed to the patient, the patient is then cured. In this
example, the healer and the other seers are all copiers who in seeing the pic-
ture and yielding to the picture, then obtain the magical power to heal. The
copy thus takes power from the original and becomes something more than
the original.

To copy is not just to create a likeness but to create power through the
likeness; the likeness then becomes more important than the original. The
manifestation of this “borrowed power” is the effect of the copy: “it is not
so much a ‘faithful’ likeness that is captured, nor is it a ‘faithful’ likeness that
is doing the capturing. What is faithfully captured is a power. . . . It seems
to me [that it is] vital to understand that this power can be captured only by
means of an image, and better still by entering into the image. The image is
more powerful than what it is an image of” (Taussig, 62). It is precisely the
result of this “entering into the image” that the postmodernist imitation and
appropriation generate their magical power to subvert the modernist ideol-
ogy of originality. The aura (in the Benjaminian sense) that the postmod-
ernist artists take out from the classical and the popular imageries is
captured and “materialized” into a commodity fetish,22 inverting the auratic
effect of the original to a completely different kind of effect belonging to the
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copy. This new effect is flexible and is manipulated by both the artist and
the viewer because the old context no longer dictates what its meaning
entails, thereby making radical interpretation possible. The highly ambigu-
ous identity of the copied image is now flowing freely between the familiar
and the strange.

The ambiguity of identity occurs when the self and the other are blended
together in their contact with each other. The ambiguity created in mimesis
not only is utilized by the postmodernist writers but also by the postcolonial
writers in their attempt to redefine their identity and to reestablish order. A
major difference between the postmodernist and the postcolonial mimesis
is that the former reproduces the copied image faithfully while the latter
hybridizes the copied image with local or native elements. What lies in this
distinction is that the postmodernist copy is its other because it is identical
to the original and yet is not the same. The postcolonial imitation, on the
other hand, is not the same as the original and therefore is a completely dif-
ferent entity from its other because there is an unbridgeable space or gap
between the original (of the postcolonial imitation) and the (postcolonial)
imitation itself. As the postmodernist copy is made with subversive inten-
tions, its faithful likeness can easily cause confusion and anxiety toward
its own identity. This identity, inherently ambiguous, is unstable because its
other is always being corrupted in the mimetic process. The postmodernists’
desire to copy can be read as a manifestation of their excessive self-
consciousness toward the old discourse of identity formation: “Stable identity
formations auto-destruct into silence, gasps of unaccountable pleasure, or
cartwheeling confusion gathered in a crescendo of . . .‘mimetic excess’
spending itself in a riot of dialectical imagery” (Taussig, 246).

One important element in our discussion of image copying is that the
copy is mechanically—digitally—reproduced, and the image is circulated
through the mass and print media in the global market. Therefore there is
no fixed context in which such an image is to be interpreted. Looking from
within the subversive artwork itself, the process of exact copying makes it
impossible for the postmodernist to construct a stable course of relating the
self to the other; stepping outside the frame of the artwork and looking
from the broader context, the easy traveling of images and products in our
era of global economy and Internet communication also makes the idea of
a fixed alterity impossible. With borders disappearing, attempts at identity
formation are a difficult task, more so when the erasure of distinction
between the self and its other is internal, intentional, and total. The post-
modern anxiety of identity reflects the identity crisis of the West. Many of
Western civilization’s grand narratives no longer hold their credibility and
validity, including the identity that was constructed via colonialism which
had the primitive cultures of the non-West, namely, its colonies, as its others.
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Now the West cannot find any exotic others to be its alterity not just
because of the bankruptcy of colonialism but also because the exotic other
simply does not exist any more.

Of course this is not to suggest that the West can no longer form any
meaningful identities. Rather, any identity developed now will not be an
identity in any grand sense, and this holds true for everyone, no matter
where he or she is located. In spite of this, identity is still a necessity—we all
need to have at least one kind of identity or another—but the question is
how to find a solid basis on which to ground identity. The search for iden-
tity can only be a search for a stable surface at best. “Surface” because values
and ideologies change too fast and definitions for foundations such as
nation, ethnicity, and community are more contingent than ever. An iden-
tity built on a slippery surface is the most we can do within the postmodern
landscape of endless simulacra. With the rapid appearing and disappearing
of reproduced images in front of our eyes, the contact that Taussig has dis-
cussed becomes less lasting, so the foundation for a constant and stable rela-
tionship between the self and the other cannot be possible. In Taussig’s
observation, not only the self ’s others are overwhelmingly multiplied and
shifting, the self is also stuck with too much of itself because “the self is no
longer as clearly separable from its Alter. For now the self is inscribed in the
Alter that the self needs to define itself against” (252). Identity will never be
secure, and that is a conclusion the postmodern world may have to live with
for a very long time.

Postcolonial Desire: The Hybrid

The flexibility and freedom to claim or disclaim any form of identity is a
luxury of the West. For people of the postcolonial countries, such indul-
gence is simply unaffordable. To redefine their identities—personal,
national, and cultural—is the primary task of the postcolonial society in
reconnecting its postcoloniality with its lost heritage. Postcolonial identity
formation is closely associated with nation building but inherently per-
plexed by the legacy of the colonial culture. One main characteristic of
colonial culture is the imprint of the colonizing culture made not only by
an external imposition of the colonizing power but also by an internal imi-
tation of the colonized. The paradoxical power of colonial mimicry has
been intensely discussed and analyzed in the discourse of postcolonial theo-
ries. A new issue that has been attracting many postcolonial theorists is the
fact that many postcolonial societies are also postmodern in many aspects in
their contemporary society. The challenge is how to understand this mixing
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of postcoloniality with certain cultural phenomena of the postmodern and
yet at the same time not to lose sight of the colonial past as well as the power
imbalance that is still prevalent in the political and economic overview of
the postcolonial nation-state. In his article discussing how postmodernism
should be properly contextualized and understood in conjunction with
postcolonialism, Simon During remarks on the distinction of the “effects of
postmodernity with a specific technological, economic and ideological
frame, rather than an instance of that octopus ‘postmodernity’ or even ‘mul-
tinational capitalism’. What seems most deeply entrenched in these effects
is the encroachment of Western power and technology upon the Third
World.”23 Taking a similar stance but from an opposite perspective, Helen
Tiffin points out that “[p]ost-colonial readings of postmodern discourse can
compensate for this emphasis on the global by focusing on local historical
and geographical specificities, situating postmodernism in relation to these
practices rather than the other way round.”24

It is in this context that the textual practice of imitation and appropria-
tion of postcolonial writings is to be understood. We must make distinctions
between colonial mimicry and postcolonial imitation and appropriation,
and hybridization—the common result of both practices—must also have
different connotations and effects under these two separate conditions. The
postcolonial hybrid, while continuing to be a growth of the colonial hybrid,
must also be a new manifestation which is the postcolonial desire to resur-
rect its precolonial identity and still not forget the ambiguity inherent in its
new identity. The hybrid is not the same as the original nor does it conform
to the foreign element that has entered the genetic map, so to speak. The
hybrid thus is not its previous self nor its other, but something different,
and yet not quite. The hybrid is similar to the copy in that it is a partial rep-
lica of the original but not the original. An important difference, however,
is that the appearance of the hybrid is not confused with the original’s
because it is not a faithful copy—on the contrary, the hybrid is the unfaith-
ful copy of its original. Inheriting from its previous colonial state, postcolo-
nial hybridization is embedded with an ambivalent and unstable power
relation with its previous colonial other. In his analysis, Homi Bhabha
defines hybridity as “the name of this displacement of value from symbol to
sign that causes the dominant discourse to split along the axis of its power
to be representative, authoritative.”25 The hybrid thus is the concrete result
of this split of the discourse of domination, a mutation of power, culture,
and identity.

The hybrid is the only kind of representation that the postcolonial subject
can choose for its identity; nevertheless, the postcolonial hybrid is the
embodiment of the fruit of the once-colonized people’s struggle out of the
shadow of colonialism as well as their achievement in instituting a new
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cultural order and economic stability for their newly independent nation-state.
Intense and intentional hybridization becomes the only if not also the most
effective way for the postcolonial subject to forge a new subjectivity and cul-
tural identity. For all realistic purposes, the postcolonial culture’s celebra-
tion of hybridity and glorification of hybridization are a matter of surviving
and establishing itself. We cannot view the postcolonial hybrid as just a
combined product of colonialism and market economy. The postcolonial
hybrid is strategically constructed in a particular historical and political con-
text. Thereby intrinsic in it is a critical nature that also has a principal
presence in the discourse of postcolonialism.

The postcolonial textual practice of imitation and appropriation is a
necessary means through which hybridity can be articulated. In his analysis
of reiterative quotation and intertexual citation employed in postcolonial
literature, Stephen Slemon insists that these narrative strategies are to be
distinguished from the postmodernist literary imitation and appropriation,
such as parody, which Linda Hutcheon defines as the main characteristic of
Euro-American postmodernism. Slemon’s poignant point, which I will
quote at length in order to make clear his point, is thus:

Far from articulating a simple “anxiety of influence,” however, this post-colonial
textual reiteration is heard to be speaking directly to the struggle within
colonialist ideology. . . . Post-colonial literary reiteration—or parody, or
intertextuality, or quotation—is thus seen to be challenging directly a colo-
nialist textual function; . . . It is not hard to see that these post-colonial strat-
egies bear a close relation to the principle of intertextual parody which
Hutcheon defines for post-modernism. . . . if the question of representation
really is grounded in a ‘crisis’ within post-modern Western society under late
capitalism, in post-colonial critical discourse it necessarily bifurcated under a
dual agenda: which is to continue the resistance to (neo) colonialism through
a deconstructive reading of its rhetoric and to retrieve and reinscribe those
post-colonial social traditions that in literature issue forth on a thematic level,
and within a realist problematic, as principles of cultural identity and survival.26

The fundamental distinction between the postmodernist employment of
imitation and appropriation (to produce “the copy”) and the postcolonial
utilization of the same textual strategies (to create “the hybrid”) is precisely
in the (de)constructiveness of the application. The postmodernist’s chal-
lenge of representation is ontological in nature; it questions meanings of
existence, of the world, and the ways in which we interpret these meanings.
The postcolonial challenge of representation, on the other hand, is episte-
mological in its concern for the issue; it subverts values and truth claims as
imposed by the colonial power, the end of which is to seek new meanings in
a new existential condition.
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In the Bakhtinian categorization, postcolonial hybridity is arguably both
intentional and organic. The intentional hybrid is a container of different
elements that are not fused into one, whereas the organic hybrid is the result
of blending together various elements and is itself a new form or entity dif-
ferent from its components. The condition in which Bakhtin considered
the issue of hybridity is the intentional hybridization that sets apart certain
linguistic discourses and cultural practices, which is why dialectic activities
or dialogism remain the primary interest for Bakhtin in his study of hybridity.
Postcolonial hybridization certainly is a dialogical process in which different
cultural presences (the imperial and the native) negotiate a new power rela-
tionship. Postcolonial hybridity therefore must be both intentional and
organic because it tends toward emergence, while at the same time
“enabl[ing] a contestatory activity, a politicized setting of cultural differen-
ces against each other dialogically.”27 In artistic creation, the process of post-
colonial hybridization involves juxtaposing different cultural artifacts,
critically imitating, appropriating, and fusing Western cultural images with
local images, and homogenizing various cultural effects into one single
effect. Postcolonial hybridization thus can be regarded as a counter-hegemony
to the West’s continuous (neo)colonial practice through its economic
domination in the world market.

But for the postcolonial hybrid to possess authority that can rebut Western
cultural domination, it must be able to generate culturally productive effects
that will institute an aura of cultural authority for itself. For this purpose, an
independent identity for the postcolonial hybrid must be established.
How can this be accomplished? To have an identity is not just a matter of
proclaiming it to others; to have an identity also means it is recognized
by others, to have a presence, so to speak, in the larger community. Such
seemingly simple question and quest demand, in fact, complex answers and
difficult procedures. During the colonial period, it is culture that sustained
the political struggle of resistance and the eventual independence of the
once-colonized people; in the present postcolonial state, it is economy that
allows the postcolonial culture to proliferate and grow, but at the same time
cultural production also helps the new economy to advance. Building post-
colonial (cultural) identity is involved in this complex mutually generative
correlation among culture, politics, and economy. But largely, to claim an
independent cultural identity, the circulation of the image of the postcolo-
nial hybrid is necessary. Our time is an era of image culture and electronic
reproduction and circulation, and the postcolonial countries have to comply
with this reality in order to open up a space for themselves.

The hybrid must be conceived to be a fresh and inventive cultural entity
with new self-understandings, beliefs, and practices. It signifies freedom and
open-endedness; with its transformative power via imitation, appropriation,
juxtaposition, subversion, and negotiation, it alters the established cultural
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dominant and forces the canonized to reconfigure its status and identity. In
arguing for the incorporative value of multiculturalism, David Theo Goldberg
recognizes hybridity as “the central value of this incorporative principle”
with which “monoconceived Euro-American identity, culture, and material
domination were confronted in ways that threw into question once and for all
their apparent naturalism, revealing behind the seeming givenness of the
monotonous voice the imposing force of a univocal institutional power.”28

The “unnaturalness” and “impurity” of the postcolonial hybrid thus exposes
the falsity of the notion that a national culture is “natural” and “pure.”

Also arguing for multiculturalism and specifically focusing on the issue
of multicultural identity, Peter Caws observes that, to base one’s identity on
one’s cultural origin (usually associated with one’s ethnicity) or a single cul-
ture is not a requirement of a personal cultural identity simply because no
others will reinforce such a rule. Nor should identity be defined by ethnic-
ity or any other group identifications: “an affirmation of ethnic particular-
ity tends to weaken one’s sense of identity: the more reliance on the group,
the less the development of the individual” (376). Identity for the hybrid,
unlike the traditional conception of identity, which is based on a singular
source, is not only multiple but also individually based since hybridity itself
is not a stable condition and the mixture of different elements is also not
fixed. In defining identity, Caws stresses the importance of the relation
between the self and the world at large: “Identity, psychologically as well as
logically, is a reflexive relation, a relation of myself to myself, but it can be a
mediated relation: I relate to myself through my interaction with others
and with the world. It is this last component that tends to be overlooked in
the dialogical view of identity and whose importance, it seems to me, is
seriously and even damagingly underrated when disadvantaged individuals
are encouraged to find their identities in cultural identification alone”
(378). For the postcolonial subject, the project of identity building is not
simply a revival of the native culture and an affirmation of the colonized/
hybridized culture. In other words, it is not merely a negotiation with its
colonial identity, but more importantly, the building of a dialogical rela-
tionship with the world at large. How to appeal to the world is probably a
bigger challenge for the postcolonial subject than proclaiming the
independence of its identity, as Caws plainly puts it: “But not having one’s
identity acknowledged is not at all the same as not having it” (377).

Cultural Identity (Inter-) Contextualized

The configuration and meaning of cultural identity varies from location to
location, group to group, and individual to individual. What determines
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our cultural identity? When are we most aware of it and under what circum-
stances do we feel compelled to affirm it to others? Does our cultural identity
change and stabilize itself like a dynamic process, or does it stay unchanged?
More importantly, because identity is not conceived in a vacuum, what is
that particular environment in which the individual perceives who he or she
is as a cultural, historical, and civil being? To more precisely situate our
discussion of cultural identity in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
century, what frame of reference does the postmodernists’ experimentation
with the copy offer us in our understanding of cultural identity? How does
the postcolonialists’ endorsement of hybridity challenge our existing definition
of cultural identity? The copy and the hybrid are the fundamental condition
in which the individual conceives cultural identity in a globalized and digitized
world today. The copy reveals to us the current global cultural context,
while the hybrid yields the local political situation where the individual
negotiates, in his or her everyday life, an identity consistent with his or her
experience.

Consideration of cultural identity requires that the context be specific
but not isolated from other contexts. By weaving together a network of con-
texts, we are then able to localize as well as intercontextualize the issue of
cultural identity. Cultural identity is no longer a national and ethnic issue
of the postcolonial and the diasporic. With the global flows of information,
commodity, and cultural influences, and as we experience anew the mean-
ing of boundaries (or lack thereof ) and rethink the signification of nation,
ethnicity, and community, cultural identity has to epitomize a whole new
set of ontological and epistemological questions facing us today. It is a central
global issue precisely because it is also a personal issue.
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