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ABSTRACT

This interview with Epifanio San Juan, Jr. is a part of the
whole project coordinated by National Tsinghua University,
called “The Human Sciences and Asian Experiences.” Its basic
idea is to examine the possibility of having Asian perspectives in
relation to the dominant Euro-American paradigms in the human
sciences. The recontextualization in this global-local cultural
dialectics is to investigate the ways in which a certain Western
critical theory is transplanted, translated, and transformed in the
interpretation of texts produced in Pacific Asia. Epifanio San
Juan is not only an author of more than forty books and two
hundred essays in various journals, but under the influence of
Marxist tradition, a politcal activist, involving a series of anti-
fascist demonstrations in the United States against Ferdinand
Marcos’ regime in the Philippines and using Filipino, not English,
for his creative and critical writing. From the 80s, his attention is
veered towards Asian American Literature in point of fact that
racial discrimination has been lurking under multiculturalism. In
Racial Formation, he intends to bridge the gap in which orthodox
Marxism fails to deal with racial and gender issues. He claims
that postcolonial theories have failed to tackle the concrete lived
experience of pain, denials and ordeals of servitude and thus,
those postcolonial states like the Philippines, Indonesia, Taiwan,
South Korea and others in Africa and Latin America are still
haunted by imperialism and neo-colonialism. On the other hand,
the American schools of cultural studies have emphasized
cultural analysis of popular media and trends too much rather
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than emphasizing ideological critique and social changes.
Cultural studies should be keyed to the cultural practices of
subaltern people of color that will articulate selected elements of
the Western Enlightenment tradition with the needs and projects
of hitherto silenced, marginalized, and invisible Others.
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This interview was conducted August 29, 1999, at Tamkang U,
Taipei, during the Writing the Millennium Conference, organized by
the ROC Comparative Literature Association. Prof. E. San Juan, Jr.,
author of more than forty books and of up to two hundred essays in
various journals, is now Chair and Professor of Comparative
American Cultures, Washington State University, Pullman,
Washington, USA.

PHL: Thanks for granting me the time for an interview. Let me first
say a few words about my own project, just to give you some
orientation. The whole project is called “The Human Sciences and
Asian Experiences” under the aegis of Taiwan’s National Science
Council. The basic idea is to examine the possibility of having Asian
perspectives in relation to the dominant Euro-American paradigms in
the human sciences. One such possible site is the global-local cultural
dialectics, with the concentration on what you have advocated as
“recontextualization.” That is to investigate the ways in which a
certain Western critical theory is transplanted, translated, and
transformed in the interpretation of texts produced in Pacific Asia.
Another direction is to see in the exhaustion of critical theory in the
West a new beginning for Asia. The notion is to do comparative study
in culture and society, so as to modify Western models or, more
specifically, to find out what is inadequate and insufficient in these
models. I intend to study several leading Asian-Pacific scholar-critics
in the field of literary and cultural studies. Besides you, I have chosen
Kojin Karatani (Japan), Nak-chung Paik (Korea), Tejaswini Niranjana
(India), and Simon During (Australia).

ESJ: During was born and raised in Australia, wasn’t he? Interesting
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project. But how about some critics in other south Asian countries—
for example, Singapore or Malaysia?

PHL: Several of my friends are working on Singapore, Thailand, and
Malaysia. My project is also a continuing project developed out of a
ten-year project on the new cultural imaginaries in Pacific Asia. So
there have been some overlaps; however, every year I try to work on
something different, to expand the horizons bit by bit. For my current
project, I would like to ask you to briefly talk about your formation
processes or your trajectories moving from a humanist tradition to
“world cultural studies” as you called it in Hegemony and Resistance.
What made you, in other words, shift from New Criticism to
Marxism?

ESJ: I was not born into a working class family. My parents were
teachers, belonging to the middle class, trained and skilled. When 1
went to Harvard in 1962, four years after getting my BA at the
University of the Philippines, I majored in English with specialization
in 19th and 20th century English literature. At that time, there were a
number of professors at the Department who could be considered to
be liberal humanists. My first book, The Art of Oscar Wilde (from
Princeton, 1967), was based on my dissertation. In many ways, it was
very much under the influence of the New Criticism, though also
indebted to the works of Chicago neo-Aristotelians which often
examined pervasive narrative forms and analyzed how the forms
shape beliefs. It contained almost no hint about the Marxian turn I
would go through.

PHL: The very choice of Wilde is rather significant, I think, and
indicative of a beginning of apprenticeship with the radical counter-
discourses. But what triggered your interest in Marxism?

ESJ: (Laughs). At that time, Wilde’s sexual orientation wasn’t a big
issue. People got interested in Wilde just like they did about Conrad.
After teaching a year at UC-Davis, 1 went back to the Philippines as
an associate professor of English and Comparative Literature between
1966 and 1967. I witnessed and participated in various progressive
and nationalist movements. I was very much involved in the local
movements for nationalism among writers in particular, even though I
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left for a teaching position at the University of Connecticut at the end
of the year (1967-94). In the process, I became an avid student of the
writings of Chairman Mao, Marx, Engels, and Lukacs. I gradually
turned to Gramsci in the 80s. During the 70s, there were Civil Rights
movements in the States, and later in the decade a reconsideration of
the canon in the academy. Third World writers began to gain the
scholars’ attention. Works by such radical leaders as Fanon and
Malcolm X were an inspiration to me and many other fellow activists.
In the face of rising political dissension and a constitutional
impediment to a third term of office, Ferdinand Marcos declared
martial law in September 1972. It lasted almost fifteen years (1972-
86). Personal abuse of power undermined all independent institutions,
as the promise of his New Society Movement had turned sour. We
organized in the United States a series of anti-fascist demonstrations
against his regime. In mid 70s, I began to write more in Filipino—
essays, poems, stories, criticism—and abandoned English as a
creative medium. My works in Filipino are in many ways avant-
gardist in the sense of mixing formalist aesthetics and radical social
criticism.

PHL: In the 70s, similar movements under the name of “nativist
literary discourse” were developed on this island. We also had a
number of students and political dissenters who organized social
movements against the KMT and the US. Were you very much
involved in the protests back home? How did the travel between two
worlds—US and the Philippines—help constitute your critical
perspectives? The interest in Maoism and Marxism was in part a
response to the socio-political reality of the Philippines, to the
challenges posed by localization processes, wasn’t it?

ESJ: Yes, I heard of the Beautiful Formosa Incident in 1979. Though
teaching in the States, I go back to the Philippines quite often and
have lots of friends there. We wrote for the newspapers, gave talks,
and staged a series of radical interventions against the Marcos
government and US hegemony. I used to write poems in English, but
since the 70s my creative writing has been in Filipino. In August 1983,
Marcos’s principal political rival, Benigno Aquino, was shot dead
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while in military custody at the Manila airport on his return from
exile in the States. Protesting against the assassination, the opposition
closed ranks around the increasingly popular widow, Mrs. Corazon
Aquino. The February insurrection of “people power” enabled her to
overthrow Marcos, after which she became the first woman president
of the republic in 1986. But the situation in the States was different.
With the election of Ronald Reagan to office in the 80s, a new
conservatism dominated the intellectual scene. While at the
University of Connecticut, I befriended a number of Marxist critics,
among them Bruce Franklin and Fredric Jameson. That was also the
decade when I got exposed to the work of Althusser and the rich
Marxist tradition in criticism—Frankfurt Critical Theory, Brecht,
Benjamin, Bloch—and later Gramsci, Bakhtin/Voloshinov, CLR
James, and Raymond Williams. During the 80s, especially the US
under Ronald Reagan, the other parts of the world became fetishized,
as it were, displaced from the political economy of center-periphery
relations. My work at the time was in response to Reaganism and its
neoconservative grounding in the neoliberal program of capitalist
globalization.

PHL: My impression is that you also turned to Asian American
subjects and multiculturalism issues at the time. Would you like to
comment on the aggregating situation of race relations in the States?
What would be a Marxist critique in relation to racial formation as
you outlined in your award-winning book?

ESJ: Yes, from the 80s on, I have become increasingly attracted to
Asian American literature, in addition to black literature, multiethnic
cultures and assorted genres of minority discourse. As you know, |
moved to Ethnic Studies, Bowling Green State University, Ohio, in
1994. Because of my interest in ethnic studies, I found myself very
much drawn to the social sciences. There have been horrifying
instances of racial discrimination and ill treatment in the U.S. in the
eighties on. Given its theoretical sophistication, orthodox or
traditional Marxism-—its mechanical and undialectical versions—
should be criticized for its inadequate attention to racial and gender
issues. Take Sartre for an example. Sympathetic to the Algerian
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revolution, he was nevertheless uninformed about racism, an issue
Fanon in no ambiguous terms singled out in Black Skin, White Masks
and The Wretched of the Earth. My book Racial Formations deals
with such a lack. I argue that we will have to rethink the phenomena
of global impoverishment, inequality, and oppression—of women, of
colored peoples, of the under-privileged, in particular—in order to
confront race relations from a historical-materialist perspective.

PHL: In her new book, Critique of Postcolonial Reason, Gayatri
Spivak also takes Marx to task regarding the colonialism issue. You
have recently said in an interview that “having had the ‘privilege’ of
being the most violently subjugated group of Asians in the Pacific
Rim by US power, Filipinos have some unique insights” into the
vicissitudes of US transnational capitalism and neocolonialism (Park
101).

ESJ: As you may know, the US used to have military (air and naval)
bases in the Philippines. Now, because of the Visiting Forces
Agreement negotiated between the two governments, the US military
can practically take any land in the Philippines to be its strategic base.
I think Filipinos "have registered the changes going on in US-
Philippines relations and in the Pacific Rim. It’s time Filipinos are
heard and their works read in the light of their critical vision of the
global material conditions that link the Philippines crisis with the
vicissitudes of US transnational capitalism. In this regard, Philip Vera
Cruz’s biography, 4 Personal History of Filipino Immigrants and the
Farmworkers Movement, is a “must” reading, in my view. You ought
to visit the Philippines to see the conditions there. The “postcolonial”
picture as provided by Homi Bhabha or Gayatri Spivak fails to take
into account those material conditions.

PHL: T will certainly visit the Philippines. In Beyond Postcolonial
Theory, you said that we might well read postcolonial theory and
discourse as a symptom of “third world” diasporic intellectuals
claiming a niche in the global production of knowledge. Parry,
Ahmad, and Dirlik, most notably, have also expressed their
discontents regarding postcolonial theory. What are its major pitfalls?
ESJ: Postcolonial theory does not deal with the concrete lived



146 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXIX, No. 4

experience of pain, denials, and ordeals of servitude that Cubans,
Puerto Ricans, Filipinos, and many others have undergone. Aren’t
“postcolonial” states like the Philippines, Indonesia, Taiwan, South
Korea, and others in Africa and Latin America still haunted by
imperialism and neo-colonialism? While global unemployment has
gone 40 percent and 90 percent of the world’s inhabitants suffer from
poverty, do we still need to generate those tell-tale symptoms of
ambivalence, displacements, dislocations, transcultural negotiations,
and diasporic exchanges? In many societies shaped by colonial
conquest and imperial domination, uneven and combined
development is discernible in the co-presence of modern and
traditional sectors. In my view, the historical conjuncture of uneven
and combined development can only be grasped by a dialectical
assessment of imperialism such as those propounded by Gramsci,
C.L.R. James, W.E.B. DuBois, Paulo Freire, and others in the
Leninist tradition. Due to the instability of the financial markets and
other related factors, the “third world” as an independent actor has
disappeared from the world scene. What compensates for this
disappearance is postcolonial theory whose provenance owes much to
financial capital than is acknowledged or understood.

PHL: In your keynote speech today, you mentioned the need to
distinguish a “reformist” from a “revolutionary” orientation of
cultural studies. Apparently, you have problems with American
schools of cultural studies that are more concerned with cultural
analysis of popular media and trends rather than with ideological
critique and social change. As you put it, “Cultural Studies has in
general become complicitous with the profound dynamics of
reification that has undermined the emancipatory project of
modernity.” You have proposed a cultural studies “keyed to the
cultural practices of subaltern people of color that will articulate
selected elements of the Western Enlightenment tradition with the
needs and projects of hitherto silenced, marginalized, and invisible
‘Others.”” Using body building industry as an instance of a globally
popular trend, Simon During has made similar points about certain
forms of cultural studies that become complicitous with the market
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and advertisement industry by singling out entertaining features in the
everyday items that people consume instead of challenging them. So,
in some ways, cultural studies can be conformist in the name of being
reformist, can be so used to sell certain products in the market or to -
promote certain trends.

ESJ: 1 haven’t read During’s essay (in Critical Inquiry 1997, you
said?), but cultural studies needs to come up with more sophisticated
accounts in relation to the market. What is required is to confront the
second-order mediations which are historically specific and
transcendable, namely the market, money, private property, the
transformation and subordination of use-value to exchange value. In
my view, a historicist “cultural materialism” first outlined by
Raymond Williams can be renewed by recovering the principles of
“national liberation struggles” and “third world” revolutions espoused
by Frantz Fanon, Georg Jackson, Lu Hsun, Amilcar Cabral, Che
Guevarra, Aime Cesaire, and others. Cultural Studies practiced by
those activist intellectuals can be a way out of the current impasse.
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