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Abstract: It has been trumpeted out that the narrowly focused attention on a single
national literature and inattentiveness to its relationship to other literatures are not
tenable any more. The recognition of the peculiarly entangled web of border-crossing
relationships to other literatures leads to a correspondingly wide variety of critical
practices to capture a diverse and hybrid literary dynamics. As such, the
“transnational turn” has been instrumental in honing new interpretative practices that
are not only expansive but also flexible enough to locate a literature in relation to
other national traditions and within a global context. Nonetheless, it remains to be
seen whether it is still premature to jump on the bandwagon called transnationalism,
given that there is a discrepancy between what transnationalism claims to do and
what it actually performs in redefining the parameters of literary studies. Such
discrepancy becomes prominent when it comes to transnational studies’ contingencies
vis-à-vis the dominant American culture and the US-centered globalization. It is a
legitimate concern because the very prefix “trans” in transnationalism more often than
not creates the illusion of a move beyond when there has been no such movement in
actuality. This article thus examines what the transnational turn entails in literary
studies in general and Irish literary studies in particular.
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제목: 트랜스내셔널리즘이라는 마차에 올라타기—트랜스내셔널 선회가 문학연구에
제기하는 문제들
우리말 요약: 이 논문은 트랜스내셔널 선회가 문학연구에 가져온 영향을 검토한다.
국가의 경계를 넘어 다양한 교차의 흔적들을 추적하는 작업은 국민문학의 범주를 넘
어서는 개별 문학의 진면목을 발견할 수 있게 해준다. 그러나 동시에 이것은 여전히
강고한 민족주의의 영향력과 주변부 문학의 활력과 개별적 특성이라는 문제를 어떻게
풀 것인가 하는 숙제를 남긴다. 이러한 문제의식을 가지고 이 논문은 트랜스내셔널 선
회를 문학연구에 수용함에 있어 발생하는 새로운 가능성과 한계를 동시에 검토한다.
주제어: 트랜스내셔널리즘, 트랜스내셔널 선회, 글로벌, 로컬, 아일랜드 문학
저자: 윤성호는 한양대학교 영문과 부교수이다.
____________________________________

I. Leading Questions

T he

very title of this article—What We Know We Don’t Know When

Jumping on the Wagon Called Transnationalism—is the leading question I use
as a point of departure. It has been trumpeted out that the narrowly focused
attention on a single national literature and its resulting inattentiveness to its
relationship to other literatures are not tenable any more. The recognition of
the peculiarly entangled web of border-crossing historical and cultural
relationships leads to a correspondingly wide variety of critical practices to
capture a diverse and hybrid literary dynamics. As such, the “transnational
turn” has been instrumental in honing new interpretative practices that are not
only expansive but also flexible enough to locate a literature in relation to
other national traditions and within a global context. Nonetheless, the title
itself immediately turns on an ensuing questions within a particular context of
a discrepancy between what transnationalism claims to do and what it actually
performs in redefining the parameters of the national: whether it is still
premature to jump on the bandwagon called transnationalism. It is a legitimate
concern because the very prefix “trans” in transnationalism more often than
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not creates the illusion of a move beyond when there has been no such
movement in actuality. With such vexed debates on transnationalism in mind,
this article will examine what is promised and what is at stake in literary
studies in general and Irish literary studies in particular when jumping on the
wagon pulled by the transnational turn.
The “transnational turn” has become something of a clarion call from the
1990s in the humanities and social sciences, followed by an array of
questions, one of which is how to define transnationalism since the definition
itself not so much asks for a definition per se as requires an argument about
why we concern ourselves with such a “turn” at all and what the engagement
with it as an ongoing process entails for us in our own research. A glance at
various disciplines such as philosophy, anthropology, sociology, political
science, cultural studies as well as literary studies would help one understand
how those fields in their own way have been generating new vocabularies to
reframe

the

questions

of

identity,

location,

positionality,

liminality,

in-betweenness, deterritorialization, reterritorialization, diaspora, and so on.
When Paul Giloy’s The Black Atlantic (1995), for example, animated debates
in Black studies, it encouraged a number of scholars to reimagine their
disciplinary boundaries and their relations to local, regional, national, and
global categories of racial and cultural difference and to reconsider a modern,
cultural space that is not specifically African, American, Caribbean, or British,
but is, rather, a hybrid mix of all of these at once. In accordance with the
academic turn toward transnationalism, this shift of focus calls into question
the stress on nationally bounded investigations into racialized language,
literature, and cultural production by emphasizing African American studies’
hemispheric identity opposed to a North American boundedness, its
relationship to Africa, and the transnational linkages of diasporic experience.
It is a truism that the plight of African Americans is not inseparable from
that of the oppressed and downtrodden throughout the world, connected not
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only by affinities of blood and culture but also by their common relationship
to an emerging global capitalism and their subjugation to regimes of colonial
and imperial design. In this light, African American literary studies’ shift
toward transnationalism has been hailed for a very salutary purpose since it
can help many scholars in related fields reterritorialize single-nation
genealogies and mono-national narratives in the conceptualization of American
and African American culture. It also encourage them to develop a critical
consciousness to situate themselves within a broader understanding of African
American experience in a globally interconnected, racialized, and capitalist
United States.
That said, it must be also emphasized that the transnational turn is not so
much a “turn” as a renewed interest in the roots of African American studies.
In line with the opposition to the war in Vietnam and mounting demand for
an analysis of the racial dimensions of the US foreign policies, the first
student strikes demanding the establishment of ethnic studies took place at
San Francisco State University in 1968 under the banner of the Third World
Liberation Front. Examining roots and routes has been a central feature of
recovery projects for Chicanos, African Americans, Native Americans, and
Asian Americans as well as a means of interrogating United States’ political
interests in Latin America, Asia, Africa, and US-occupied tribal lands. As
such, a transnational impetus was “there” from the start. As area studies
paradigms frequently do not coincide with topographical and geographical
distinctions, African American studies is not entirely African American in the
same sense that African studies is not entirely African and African studies
cannot be solely about the investigation of African-descended peoples and
related cultural experience. African Americanists have successfully elucidated
the arbitrary nature of such paradigms—literatures, peoples, territories,
languages, influences, and ideologies rarely line up in the way that the
taxonomical category, “African American,” does: it is not a self-evident
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category but rather an analytic one.
In addition, the early templates of African American studies were
informed with an African-diasporic or Pan-African perspective that black
people and their histories, cultures, and struggles for freedom and equality
exist within and across, between and beyond, nation-states. Indeed, the
African slave trade, slavery in the Americas, and European colonization in the
Americas and in Africa can be considered transnational enterprises. As W. E.
B. Du Bois noted earlier, there are indisputable connections between lynching
in the American South and European colonization of Africa. Aime Cesaire,
Leopold Senghor, and others also recognized cultural connections between
African cultures and the diaspora, of which “negritude” is an early expression.
Therefore, negritude serves not only as a counter-narrative to slavery and
colonization but also as a usable past and diasporic consciousness against the
chronic precariousness of many black folks confronting global forces of
domination, thereby articulating a Pan-African or transnational approach to
blackness that anticipates African diasporic studies.

II. Answering Questions with Questions
Given such conflicting concerns and anxieties about transnationalism, I
would like to view the ongoing discourse of transnationalism with lingering
hope heavily tinged with skepticism. An irony in the age of transnationalism
is that one of the results of mass migration and transnational flows in a late
capitalist and transnational world is an increasing uncertainty about the
particularity of a place. If cultural and geopolitical differences become more
and more “deterritorialized,” how can one retain a sense of a local place and
its particularity without resorting to and reproducing defensive and reactionary
logics of space such as regressive nationalism, nostalgic recovering of
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sanitized heritages and past, and world widely emerging antagonistic policies
toward immigrants and border crossers? While we are compelled to recognize
the wider social relations in a transnational world, transnationalization does
not merely result in the disruption of boundaries to the extent that the
relations are themselves geographically homogenized. More often than not,
transnationalization can be regarded as yet another source of geographical
uneven development. This irony explains why some of us lay emphasis on
the salutary effects of “time-space compression” while others find in those
effects a desperate need for a strong sense of place and locality that die hard
as a firm footing in the middle of the feelings of vulnerability. At this
juncture, I caution with urgency against a wholesale embrace of the
transnational in the name of creating an alternative mode of existence since it
should be simultaneously supplemented by ongoing negotiations with
competing claims of localized knowledges and variously situated subjects
rather than praised as a pulverized indeterminacy for the ungrounded
playfulness of free-floating monads. Can transnationalization really work in the
absence of difference, or does it reproduce difference in order to maintain its
expansive dynamic? What is at issue here is immediately aligned with another
question of whether the era of the nation-state is really coming to an end or
the demise of the nation has been exaggerated. Is recent U.S. culture
characterized more by subversive transnationalism than by the invention of a
new breed of cultural nationalism—a form of cultural nationalism for
transnational circumstance?
The concept of transnationalism has been marshaled concurrently with the
idea of a global political order driven by international business and the
heavily concentrated communication industry. The bottom line is that
multinationalism and free-moving financial capital are capable of bending
national policy and therefore unsettling the preconditions of national
sovereignty for the majority of states. However, it should not go unnoticed
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that nationalism still does not lose its determining influence as an integral
part of transnationalism no matter how one defines transnationalism.
Particularly, recent versions of U.S. culture can be understood as an attempt
to recreate official national culture out of its multiplicity and hybridity
vis-à-vis transnational circumstance while praising its heterogeneity that is
supposed to be troubling to the creation of national culture in unitary terms.
If contemporary globalization has in fact not meant the withering away of
nations, national cultures, and the erasure of the constraints of political and
even physical geography, it is questionable that we are, as Michael Hardt and
Antoni Negri argue in Empire, in an age of empire with no outside, no
local-global dialectic, and only the universal (19). In a similar vein, Eric
Hobsbawm’s prediction about the end of the era of nation-states in Nations
and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality should be taken with
a grain of salt. Another example of the premature prediction is Arjun
Appadurai’s well-known diagnosis in the 1990s that “the nation-state, as a
complex modern political form, is on its last legs” (19)—imagined national
communities are being replaced by the electronically connected global world.
A critique of Appadurai would be that globalization is still considerably
framed by the parameters of nations even though we may be witnessing the
effects he has insightfully formulated. Similarly subject to suspicion are
Fredric Jameson’s arguments that “the advanced capitalist countries today are
now a field of stylistic and discursive heterogeneity without a norm” and that
“postmodern culture” is the cultural logic of the new global economy rather
than just one site-specific concomitant of it (Postmodernism 17). I also cast
doubts on Rob Wilson’s and Wimal Dissanayake’s contentions that the
nation-state is being “undone by the fast imploding heteroglossic interface of
the global with the local” and even that “the dissolution and disinvention of
e pluribus unum narratives” is certainly happening in the United States (3).
As such, globalization and transnationalism may be reconfiguring political
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agendas, but geographical scales of the nation are still providing the dominant
forms

of

political

action.

Seen

in

this

light,

globalization

and

transnationalization’s reconfiguration of traditional political patterns does not
diminish the nation’s role: it rather resituates the nation in relation to other
forms of political-geographical integration. It may not be too much far-fetched
to suggest that globalization and transnationalization not so much completely
supersede as endorse the former hegemony of nation-state. In other words,
transnational forces act upon the space that used to be monopolized by the
nation-state in a “new” way that ironically contributes to the reappearance of
previously hidden territorial identities or to the appearance of new ones. In a
nutshell, I would maintain that claims about the global borderlessness and, as
its logical corollary, the predicted demise of national sovereignties have been
celebrated prematurely. For example, when it comes to African American
studies adopting a diasporic, Pan-African, and transnational perspective,
espousing the expansiveness of the field that has been traditionally focused on
the United States since its academic institutionalization incurs the suspicion
that the transnational turn in practice signals an institutional shift away its
attention to racialized domestic subjects in the United States. Furthermore,
such a shift cannot be divorced from the interests of transnational capital and
militarization that are likely to lead to the continued neglect of ethnic
communities within the United States.
In the paradigms of ethnic studies, the nation appears as a conglomerate
of dissimilar and sometimes dissonant traditions, histories, and cultures, which
intersect with the national but are irreducible to it in the last instance.
Therefore, while it may not be surprising that some of the most interesting
transnational studies move well beyond the bounds of the national, it is
necessary not to forget that the nation has been sometimes (re)inscribed once
again as a primordial—if ever fragmentary and multicultural—landscape of
analytic intelligibility. Too much emphasis on the national may inadvertently
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reinscribe American exceptionalism against the logic of its own critical drive
to disarticulate the official narrative of America as big and generous enough
to embrace such heterogeneity, but it should be reemphasized that African
American studies in its most prevalent lines of inquiry has been a matter of
US ethnic heterogeneity within its national boundaries no matter how much
such boundaries can be extended historically and culturally by invoking
transgeographical horizons and filiations. Such tricky nature of embeddedness
as the transnational within the national and the national within the
transnational always baffles us.

III. What We Know We Don’t Know When Jumping
on the Wagon Called Transnationalism: a Joycean Case
Mary Helen Washington argues in her 1997 ASA (American Studies
Association) presidential address that “‘[c]entral’ topics are now studied through
paradigms and contexts which erode the very idea of ‘centrality’” (7) through
the question of “What Happens to American Studies If You Put African
American Studies at the Center” as articulated in the title of her inaugural
address. Let me change Fishkin’s question into what the fields of African
American studies, Asian American studies, or Irish studies would look like if
the transnational rather than the national were at it center. In this regard,
Carolyn Porter once drew attention to what she recognized to be a major blind
spot in American literary and American studies in her essay “What We Know
That We Don’t Know: Remapping American Literary History”:
Once compartmentalized by historical periods, American literature has been
remapped first by African-Americanist and feminist critics and then by the
flourishing scholarship on Asian American, Native American, and Chicano
literatures. These emerging fields have begun to undermine the fundamental
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terms by which American literary history must be comprehended and taught.
Both the historical and geographical frames once dictated and taught. Both
the historical and geographical frames once dictated by the national, and
nationalist, narrative of the US are collapsing, no longer propped up by
either the synecdoche of a US red as “America” or the metanarrative by
which “American” Served to predicate human history’s manifest/millennial
destiny. […] “America” is both plural and contestatory in its reference
because of their permeability as national boundaries, geographical borders
are foregrounded as regions, borderlands that in turn reveal and renew
cultural networks linking the Caribbean and Latin America to the North.
Although this reconfiguration is particularly clear in the case of Chicano
studies, it is not necessarily peculiar to it; the emergence of the “Pacific
Rim” and of “Cross-Atlantic” as ordering perspectives testifies as well to a
reconstellation of cultural force fields around national borders that dissolve
before the flow of finance capital even as the state’s effort to block the
flow of immigration foregrounds them. (468)

Porter encourages US Americanists to turn their attentions to the ways that
the US is interconnected culturally, not only to Europe, but also to Africa
and Latin America, and asserts that if scholars ponder this new form of
contextualization, they will make new discoveries that would reconstitute the
field of American studies with an emphasis upon a historicized politics of
location. Porter’s argument helps to accelerate the emerging shift toward
diasporic studies and transnational studies.
Porter’s insight can have the same resonance for Irish (literary) studies,
but, as repeatedly cautioned throughout this article, it is necessary to ask
what we know we don’t know when jumping on the bandwagon called
transnationalism. That question strikes a ring since it is broadly agreed that
there is so much work to be done in local, regional, forgotten, and dominated
histories, particularly in the context Irish history in which the very prefix
“trans” in transnationalism is more often than not believed to create the
illusion of a move beyond when there has been no such movement in reality.
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What new understandings and insights can be gained from taking this
perspective? Transnational history holds the potential to radically rethink
central questions and breathe new life into insular debates that have often
characterised modern Irish history. It allows us to challenge issues of
critical significance by simultaneously considering differing scales of
analysis, ranging from the local to the global. ‘Playing with scales’, as one
recent intervention puts it, is at the heart of the approach and the default
scale of analysis is no longer the nation-state. This enables us to reconstruct
a more complex picture of modern Irish history by placing developments in
wider contexts, by looking at a tangent on issues usually discussed in the
national frame, by identifying reciprocal influences between Ireland and
other locations, by revealing the impact of transnational flows and
movements in Ireland, by integrating Irish history with that of its massive
diaspora, and by drawing instructive parallels between disparate cases.
(Whelehan 9)

What would the transnational turn bring to Irish literary studies beyond the
confines and constrains of the “insular debates” in Whelehan’s words? Will it
make sense of regional, national, and global aspects of Irish literature? While
not completely favorable to the transnational turn in literary studies, I do
believe that the very potential for reimagining Irish literature through the
optic of transnationalism lies in the reappraisal of the national that have been
so central to Irish literary studies. It is the first step toward the shift of focus
on the translocal processes of displacement, dispersion, and the exchange and
circulation of people, objects, and ideas—ultimately the new cultural and
imaginary territories mapped out not by ontological crystallization but by
historically situated mobilities. Given such a map of transnationalism, let me
discuss what is promised and what is at stake in drawing up a blueprint for
transnational Irish literary studies as a conclusion of this article through a
transnational Joycean criticism.
The mid-twentieth century James Joyce criticism, particularly in 1950s
through 1970s, cast him as an uprooted cosmopolitan modernist and a
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voluntary exile who had defined himself against bourgeois sensibilities and
through his abiding faith in artistic freedom. Closely associated with his early
rejection of the revivalist movement usually understood as a sign of refutation
of nationalism, Joycean Irishness was played down while his work was
lauded as an embodiment of the rootless cosmopolitan intellectual spirit. What
is glossed over in such criticism is the recognition of modernism itself as
“the multiple, polycentric, and recurrent” suggested by Susan Friedman (480):
Modernism, for many, became a reflection of and engagement with a wide
spectrum of historical changes, including intensified and alienating
urbanization; the cataclysms of world war and technological progress run
amok; the rise and fall of Eurocentric empires; changing gender, class, and
race relations; and technological inventions that radically changed the nature
of everyday life, work, mobility, and communication. Once modernity
became the defining cause of aesthetic engagement with it, the door opened
to thinking about the specific conditions of modernity for different genders,
races, sexualities, nations, and so forth. Modernity became modernities, a
pluralization that spawned a plurality of modernisms and the circulations
among them. (475)

It is the inventiveness and experimentality of Joyce’s works and a remove—
not so much indifference as a critical distance—from the changing Irish and
European worlds that draw not a few readers into the Joycean world. Joycean
modernities as “a plurality of modernisms and the circulations among them,”
however, means that the texts can never be reconciled with(in) themselves but
rather should be related to fluid and often conflicted multiple Irish, British,
and European contexts.
Viewed in this light, Joyce’s ambivalent attitudes towards his own country
cannot necessarily defined in terms of betrayal, parochialism, repression,
censorship, and intolerance, which served to cast Joyce as a disillusioned,
rootless, cosmopolitan exile, and the defining icon of high modernist
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aesthetics. Even his seeming aloofness itself from Irish politics must be
located within his connections to and confines within the world he inhabited.
It is precisely within this context that the so-called political reading of Joyce
has proliferated since the late 1970s, spearheaded by Colin MacCabe’s James
Joyce and the Revolution of the World (1978) that was followed by Dominic
Managaniello’s Joyce’s Politics (1980) and Seamus Deane’s Celtic Revival
(1985). The 1990s saw the arrival of postcolonialism in Joyce studies which
unearths the ignored aspects of Joyce criticism such as empire, nationalism,
(post)colonialism, and the construction of race and gender. Vincent Cheng in
his 1995 Joyce, Race, and Empire identifies “a convenient blind spot” in
Joyce studies, which “shifted attention away from the manifest political
content and ideological discourse of Joyce’s works by emphasizing his
unarguably potent role and influences in stylistic revolution” (82-83). Cheng’s
concern over the neutralizing of the “ideological potency” (2) of Joyce is
legitimate and his efforts to capture “a symptomatic representation of the
various ideological positions on the issues in turn-of-the-century Ireland” (11)
are undoubtedly insightful. However, the “Irish turn” in Joyce studies since
the 1990s poses other problems as long as Joycean modernity is considered
to be embedded in the space of contradictory, fluid, and multiple historical
conditions.
Anne McClintock maintains that “the term post-colonialism nonetheless
reorients the globe once more around a single binary opposition: colonial—
postcolonial” (10). Postcolonialism has contested the grand narrative of
Western developmental historiography hinged on the binaries of self-other
metropolis-colony, it is still not that easy to answer the following question
vis-à-vis the complicated aspects of Irish history: where the postcolonial
moment begins and ends; whether the term “postcolonial” itself is likely to
delimit and divide the world.
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Our title also invokes the disciplinary ﬁeld of postcolonial studies, in recent
years one of the most productive areas of literary and cultural criticism.
The adjective “semicolonial” signals our sense of a partial ﬁt between this
set of approaches and Joyce’s writing. Rather than claiming that the issues
raised and models oﬀered by postcolonial studies can illuminate every
element of Joyce’s works or supersede other interpretive or theoretical
frameworks, we believe that it is precisely from the limited compatibility
between them that the most interesting lessons can be drawn—for both
readers of Joyce and theorists of colonialism. Another—related—justiﬁcation
for the use of “semicolonial” lies in the fact that Joyce’s writings emerge
from, and take as their major historical subject, a country whose status
vis-à-vis the imperial power, although it can be illuminated by the colonial
model, cannot be understood straight-forwardly in its terms. Ireland’s
relation to current theorizations of imperialism and postcoloniality is a
problematic one, and we take up this issue in more detail below. Other
reasons for the caution expressed in our title include the way in which
Joyce’s encyclopedic appropriations of the material and textual worlds
around him exceeded the boundaries of Ireland, and the importance of
historical factors other than imperialism in shaping his literary production.
Joyce spent by far the larger part of his life out of Ireland, which also
contributed to the semidetached nature of his relationship to its national
politics, and any literary œuvre as complex and inexhaustible as Joyce’s
will always oﬀer alternative avenues of reading to pursue and interpretive
knots that refuse to be untied. (Howes and Attridge 3-4).

Derek

Attridge

and

Marjorie

Howes

conceptualize

the

notion

of

“semicolonial” to ferret out Joyce’s ambivalence towards Ireland, which they
believe stems from a dual identification with the colonizer and the colonized.
Declan Kiberd captures such crisscross of Irish historical determinants that
displace the singular national origin as either a colonized subject or a native
informant complicit in imperial design when he articulates, “there is no great
literature without nationality and no nationality without literature” (162) in his
discussion of W. B. Yeats. Paraphrasing Kiberd for my discussion of Joyce, I
would like to argue that postcolonialism may have relocated Joyce on the
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center stage of Irishness or national identity, yet at the expense of
disregarding the vexed relationship of Joyce, Ireland, and Europe. While
reappraising his relationship to Irish culture, history, nationalism, and politics,
the postcolonial Joyce may have become a single narrative, if not outright
metanarrative, about British imperialism and colonialism through its shift of
focus to the Irish contexts. A transnational Joyce in this regard can be an
antidote for such singleness with an eye toward the complex and conflicted
directions of destinations of exchanges: Joyce could be cosmopolitan because
he was Irish; Joyce could be Irish because he was European. It is because he
left Ireland that he carved out a place for Irish literature and it is because he
opened Europe to Ireland that he expanded the parameters of European
literature. In other words, a transnational perspective brings home to us the
paradox that only in exile could Joyce become Irish, and only at home in
Ireland—at least in the worlds he created—could he become European.
As such, the transnational Joyce refuses to be reduced to a single
taxonomy such as Irish nationalist, European modernist, archetypal exile, or
perpetual wanderer. He may not have reached his own “Ithaca,” but his
nostalgia for “home” is never left as a sheer lack. It is rather a particular
node replete with a number of intersections where aesthetics, politics, nation,
empire, and plural modernities overlap and activate flows of interpretative
practices between and among the boundaries of the Irish, British, European,
and cosmopolitan. It is a map of the transnational Joyce that is delineated
more in the form of defamiliarization than in that of reference point and
territorial location. It is how we can come to terms with transnational
tensions and contradiction in reading Joyce while orienting ourselves is
becoming increasingly disorienting.
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