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Abstract

Gayatri Spivak is arguably most recognized for her 1988 intervention in the
dialogue of Subaltern Studies. It is within the intellectual rift of Spivak’s “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” that | explore the narrative of Toyin Falola’s memoir, A Mouth
Sweeter than Salt. While Spivak concludes that the subaltern cannot speak be-
cause of the subaltern’s placement within existing knowledge production, Fa-
lola’s “Mouth” articulates a formation that says otherwise. Indeed, in A Mouth
Sweeter than Salt, Falola’s status in the subalternity of a decolonizing Nigeria
depicts a powerful subaltern voice with deep implications for knowledge, rep-
resentation, authorial location, multifaceted identity paradox, and most of all,
the tendrils of modernity.

Fundamentally, this piece argues against Spivak by constructing a case for
the relative authenticity of Falola’s voice, despite its incorporation into Western
intellectualism. Spivak claims that the subaltern cannot speak so long as the
Western academy can only relate to the other within its own investigative par-
adigm of the non-Western object. Here, | frame A Mouth Sweeter than Salt, not
as a Western co-opting of an indigenous voice, but rather, as an invitation to
explore Falola’s memoir from the position of the non-Western subject. The work
also allows us to move beyond the categories of the Western and non-Western
subject to seriously engage the paradox of postcolonial existence,

In granting credence to the idea of identity paradox, a close analysis of A
Mouth Sweeter than Salt reveals the complexities of African subaltern voice and
its dialectic with the forces of modernity. While Spivak might argue that this
formulation is tainted by the motives of the West, such an interpretation of Fa-
lola’s memoir also builds ground to discuss alternatives to the Western archive
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in the development of African intellectualism. Falola’s memoir stands as a tes-
tament to the legitimization of oral history, micro-historical storytelling, and
the disintegration of Western disciplinary divisions between history, literature,
sociology, philosophy, and a host of other imported intellectual categories. By
outlining the critical duality of Falola's act of subaltern speech, | hope to build
a realm in which the African intellectual voice is not artificially segmented from
the historical influence of modernity, but can also open discursive space to
stand on its own ground.

Introduction

Gayatri Spivak is arguably most recognized for her 1988 intervention in
the dialogue of Subaltern Studies. When she published “Can the Subaltern
Speak?,” Spivak noted a schism between the discourse of the subaltern voice
and the oppressive representational constructions of Western epistemological
institutions. That is, she claims that Western institutions generating knowl-
edge about subaltern peoples do not truly represent subaltern voices. It is
within this intellectual rift that I explore the narrative of Téyin Falold’s mem-
oir, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt. While Spivak concludes that the subaltern
cannot speak because of the subaltern’s placement within existing knowledge
productions, Falola’s “Mouth” articulates a formation that says otherwise. In-
deed, in A Mouth Sweeter than Salt, Filola’s status in the subalternity of a de-
colonizing Nigeria depicts a powerful subaltern voice with deep implications
for knowledge, representation, authorial location, multifaceted identity para-
dox, and most of all, the tendrils of modernity.

I begin by examining Spivak’s justifications for why the subaltern cannot
speak. In “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak argues that representations of
the developing world are harvested and produced in a way that allows the
West to speak to itself. In this stipulation, Spivak might reason that a Mouth
Sweeter than Salt is also representation originating from Western cultivation
because of a number of reasons, from the work’s composition in a colonizing
language to its publication by Western press. I entertain these Spivakian cri-
tiques in their full capacity, not because I ultimately concur with them, but
because they are serious intellectual hurdles that must be overcome in order
to understand the true value of Falgla’s memoir as an act of subaltern speech.

Fundamentally, this piece argues against Spivak by constructing a case for
the relative authenticity of Falold’s voice, despite its incorporation into West-
ern intellectualism. Spivak claims that the subaltern cannot speak so long as
the Western academy can only relate to the other within its own investigative
paradigm of the non-Western object. This is the point of departure for my ar-
gument. Here, I frame A Mouth Sweeter than Salt, not as a Western co-opting
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of an indigenous voice, but rather, as an invitation to explore Falold’s memoir
from the position of the non-Western subject.

One need not look far to understand Falold’s deconstruction of Western
concepts throughout the work. From his intervention in temporality with
questions of his birth on the first page of the memoir, to his exploration of
Yorubdland and the overlay of Western modernity, Falold invites readers to
break the barriers of the Western epistemological paradigm. Engagement with
A Mouth Sweeter than Salt presents an opportunity to respond to Spivak and
illustrate that the subaltern can speak.

Nonetheless, Spivak also offers an opportunity to complicate the question
of subaltern discourse, Rather than leaving my examination of Filold’s mem-
oir as an active subaltern voice in African intellectualism, I also examine the
general concern Spivak postulates more closely, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt is
admittedly as much representative of Falgld’s inevitable connection with the
West as it is an attempt to divorce Western autobiographical methodologies
from his narrative. Here, I employ Edward Said's devices of strategic loca-
tion and strategic formation to develop a critically nuanced understanding of
Falgld’s subaltern speech, its context, its intellectual influences, and the ways
in which the West has become intrinsically entangled with that voice. In this
evaluation, the discussion of Spivak's argument becomes, not “Can the sub-
altern speak?,” but rather, “How does the subaltern speak, and in what ways
does that speech become syncretic with the West?",

Next, I launch into a broader discussion of modernity as an expression of
identity paradox. From Filold’s encounters with the Western train and the
postman in the memoir’s third chapter to his relationship with Western ed-
ucation throughout the work, his position as an outside subject experiencing
modernity concurrently reifies his formation as a product of modernity, ex-
isting both on the inside and outside of his narrative lens,

Though Spivak and Said have both engaged the idea of identity paradox,
Dipesh Chakrabarty offers an interpretation of modernity helpful in consid-
ering the critical location of Falola in A Mouth Sweeter than Salt. Indeed, the
illustration of Filola’s experience as both being integrated into modernity and
simultaneously resisting it through his narrative voice seems irresolvable. In
effect, it is, but Chakrabarty warns us against monolithic experiential con-
structions, Instead, he argues that we ought to allow parallel narratives of par-
adox to coexist as part of the project of provincializing Europe. I argue that
upon the application of Said’s analysis of location to Falola’s subaltern voice,
a duality arises that can only be understood by embracing Chakrabarty’s no-
tion of irresolvability.

In granting credence to the paradox a close analysis of A Mouth Sweeter
than Salt reveals, a deeper understanding of the complexities of African
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subaltern voice and its dialectic with the forces of modernity can be formu-
lated. While Spivak might argue that this formulation is tainted by the mo-
tives of the West, such an interpretation of Falold’s memoir also builds ground
to discuss alternatives to the Western archive in the development of African
intellectualism. Falgla’s memoir stands as a testament to the legitimization
of oral history, micro-historical storytelling, and the disintegration of West-
ern disciplinary divisions between history, literature, sociology, philosophy,
and a host of other imported intellectual categories. By outlining the critical
duality of Falgld's act of subaltern speech, I hope to build a realm in which
the African intellectual voice is not artificially segmented from the histori-
cal influence of modernity, but can also open discursive space to stand on its
own ground.

“Can the Subaltern Speak?”

In 1988, Gayatri Spivak published “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Cary Nel-
son and Lawrence Grossberg’s Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture as
an analysis of the ways in which Western cultures investigate non-Western
cultures. The main focus of the first part of her piece examines the metaphys-
ical implications of basing evaluations of foreign cultures on the perception
of universal concepts and frameworks, a frequent assumption in much of the
Western academy. Though she criticizes Michel Foucault harshly in much of
her writing, I argue that Spivak shares a similar understanding that the func-
tion of knowledge is never innocent. Instead, it represents the motives and
agendas of those that produce knowledge. Taking some of her cues from Karl
Marx, she perceives Western knowledge as an import to the developing world,
wrapping it into ideas that promote Western political and economic gain.!

Though the academy has diversified significantly from its Western roots
in colonizing the world — and even since Spivak published her essay — the
study of another culture inherently carries colonial themes. As Spivak ar-
gues, research defines a foreign place, concept, people, etc. in relation to the
researcher as a foreign subject. In a way, this foreign subject becomes an ob-
ject of the researcher’s will to knowledge. The object of research is an “other”
to be analyzed and classified. As this process occurs, knowledge is extracted
from the foreign entity and returned to the West or reinserted (within the
context of a new Western perspective) into the foreign culture. In both cases,
such knowledge becomes an object for consumption.

1. Gayatri Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Cary Nelson and Lawrence Gross-
berg, eds., Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1988, pp. 271-313.

2, Ibid.
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Ultimately, consumption becomes inevitable because of the institutional
framework of the Western academy. Critical analysis of other cultures, or the
other, in Western spheres stipulates the other in relation to the West. It speaks
about the other in Western vocabulary and publishes that speech through
Western companies which are very much subject to the interests of a capitalist
market. This makes the selection of what knowledge gets reproduced subject
to fiscal flows.? Though we live in a much different era than those that fea-
tured the scramble for colonies, the search for knowledge of foreign lands and
peoples exists in histories which provided many justifications for coloniza-
tion. Western knowledge and understanding of the world was brought to the
colonies in a form presented as objective and universal, but it was, as Spivak
identifies, tainted with the Western imperial drive for conquest.? Centuries
have passed, but the same system operates in new forms such as in neoliberal
development models, and more recently, the rise of massive international hu-
manitarian bureaucracies. Indeed, the colonial origins discussed by Spivak
are still alive and well.

While all of the above description is key to understanding Spivak’s posi-
tion, her real contention is that the Western academy’s recent attention to the
subaltern narratives of postcolonial spheres is merely a new attempt to pro-
duce and give prominence to Western knowledge systems. She introduces
her chapter with, “Some of the most radical criticism coming out of the West
today is the result of an interested desire to conserve the subject of the West,
or the West as Subject. The theory of pluralized ‘subject-effects’ gives an il-
lusion of undermining subjective sovereignty while often providing a cover
for this subject knowledge.” Given the system of Western interests described
earlier, Spivak’s introduction questions the capacity for a Western system to
authentically represent the people it previously —and still does — oppress. As
the Western academy publishes non-Western works that reflect the subjectiv-
ity of Western knowledge, its survival is ensured as the main framework for
intellectual discourse and publication. In this way, Spivak claims that colonial
knowledge discourses are sustained.

She is critical of her colleagues in the subaltern studies collective because
postcolonial studies, prior to her essay, reified the intellectual oppression and
cultural hegemony of the West as a result of being complicit with the Western
academy. Borrowing from Bill Ashcroft, Spivak notes the necessity that “post-
colonial intellectuals learn that their privilege is their loss.” The more postco-

3. Ibid.

4. Tbid.

5. Ibid., p. 66.

6. Bill Ashcroft et al, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial
Literatures. New York: Routledge, 2002, p 28,
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lonial academics participate in Western discourses through the contemporary
academy, the more they become co-opted by it. Indeed, postcolonial discourse
has been molded in the past two decades into universalized camps of subal-
tern speakers who are dependent upon the Western publishing monolith to
project their voices. Further, it has become apparent that the largest writers
of subaltern voices and narratives are Western authors.” Finally, Spivak con-
tends that when postcolonial scholars aim to reclaim their cultural identity in
the Western academy, they generalize caricatured facsimiles that universalize
subaltern voices into unauthentic replicas of their original form.

Ultimately, the integration of subaltern voices into the Western academy
reorients focus back to the West as the investigator of a non-Western phenom-
enon. Because of the capital behind publishing and the university as the locus
for the development of ideas and critical thinking, Spivak concludes that the
subaltern cannot speak — at least in any pure form — because the Western
academy is unable and unwilling to relate with the subaltern outside of its
own paradigm for intellectual inquiry.

A Spivakian Critique of Toyin Falola’s
Subaltern Discourse

By examining Filgla’s A Mouth Sweefer than Salt through the framework
Spivak’s essay utilizes, the memoir features many ideas and sub-narratives
that might be subject to accusations of complicity with the West, and even the
promotion of Western themes. If anything, Falold’s work is a discussion of his
youth in the midst of a modernizing Nigeria. While he often takes a tone that
is critical of the West, sections where he simulates his childhood fascination
with aspects of modernity cannot help but establish some form of perceived
legitimacy for them. For example, when Félold reminisces about his first ex-
perience with a train in his third chapter, he revels in the courage he had to
sneak into the station and ride it to a far off city. For a nine-year-old Filoli,
the train is a vehicle to his exploration of distant places. It facilitates his first
steps into a world made smaller by the instruments of globalization. “The
train began to travel, with me as one of its passengers. I was happy, more than
happy, to be in it. Everything I saw excited me, the people inside the train,
those outside the train. Things were new, or so they appeared so.”

As I discuss later, these issues are much more complicated than they seem.
However, the stronger argument in Spivak’s favor relates to the memoir itself

7. Spivak, pp. 271-313.
8. Toyin Falola, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt. Michigan: University of Michigan Press,
2005, p. 63.
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as a physical example of specific discursive trends. For one, the memoir is
published by the American University of Michigan Press within the American
academic system. This exposes the book to potential complicity with both the
Western capitalist publishing complex and the Western academy, especially in
the context in which Western students participate in the market to purchase
Filold’s memoir for course study. Grazia Saracino, however, draws attention
to the even more pressing issue of language. The physical reality of the dis-
course on Nigerians and Yoruba culture in Falgld’s memoir is communicated
in English, the colonizing language. In effect, the English-language monopoly
of the majority of the worldwide publishing industry generates “inequalities
in knowledge construction and dissemination ... [and] leads to the marginal-
ization and appropriation of periphery research and scholarship.” This is be-
cause, as Vai Ramanathan and Dwight Atkinson have indicated, the centuries
old tradition of academic writing in the West implements English in a way
that invokes Western social institutions. Given the overwhelming dominance
of English as the language of the global academy, this invocation functions to
linguistically recolonize the world and its epistemologies.'?

Indeed, many recent inquiries from the non-native English-speaking in-
tellectual sphere have noted that Western (read Anglo-American) academic
communication highly values culturally driven assumptions around the for-
mation of critical thought, “voice, argument, logic, insight, cogency, explic-
itness, originality, linearity, textual ownership, etc.”"! For Ramanathan and
Atkinson, these culturally rooted values represent specific norms of commu-
nication and idea development in which non-native speakers do not have so-
cialized training. Such processes reflect the very hegemony of language, which
Spivak would criticize because they prioritize English publication within the
Western academic market, Furthermore, much of the linguistic framework
for English assumes the naturality and universality of its rhetoric. English
words are assumed to stand in for objective relation to objects and ideas that,
in turn, ignore the role language plays in constructing our perceptions of
those objects and ideas.

For example, the English word “religion” did not have a comparable
Chinese-language equivalent until the late 19'" century when translation of
English texts into Chinese languages necessitated the coinage of zongjiao.
Prior to this discursive assimilation, Chinese “religious thought” did not

9. Grazia Saracino, ed., Writing for Scholarly Publication in English: Issues for Non-
native Speakers. Manni, 2004 p. 36.
10. Vai Ramanathan and Dwight Atkinson, “Individualism, Academic Writing, and
ESL Writers." In Grazia Saracino, ed., Writing for Scholarly Publication in English: Issues
Sfor Nounative Speakers. Manni, 2004, p. 32.
11, thid.
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distinguish between the sacred and the ordinary or the natural and super-
natural. Instead, these ideas were all related to their specific contexts.!? In
effect, the contemporary understanding of religion in China has become di-
vorced from its authentic meaning by the dominance of English. For a work
such as Filold’s memoir, Spivak might argue that the translation of compli-
cated Yorub4 ideas may be subject to a similar loss of authenticity due to the
perpetuation of the assumed universality of English words.

Fundamentally, the issue of English language is important because it can
function to override indigenous cultural meaning with one that is inherently
Western in nature. As Ron Scollon and Suzanne Wong-Scollon argue, much
of the valorization of Western themes and the centrality of Western culture
connoted by the monopoly English possesses in the academic sphere comes
from seventeenth and eighteen century European humanist and rationalist
movements.'3 Most of all, English conceptualizes “language as the vehicle of
the rational or scientific mind. In other words, the key principles and practices
of Western academic writing assume a model of communication centrally
based in the Western ideology of the rational, autonomous individual.”** Thus,
a Spivakian critique of A Mouth Sweeter than Salt could find ground to levy
the above arguments against not only Filold's use of Yorubd poems followed
by English translations, but also the English-language publication of a work
about a man’s experience of Yoruiba culture and a time of extreme historical
importance in a non-Western nation.

Rebutting Spivak: Theoretically Reconciling Toyin Falola’s
Paradoxical Strategic Location

As stipulated in my introduction, I do not ultimately align my-argument
or conclusions with the Spivakian critique of Falgld’s memoir. Nonetheless,
Spivak’s criticisms are important — and well placed in many contexts. Cer-
tainly, they represent a legitimate challenge to A Mouth Sweeter than Salt,
but my arguments for why the memoir surmounts these challenges makes
its contribution to the space of subaltern speech all the more meaningful.
I posit the above Spivakian critique in such a direct and thorough manner
because setting Filgla’s work against a straw man argument would do both

12. Ch'ing-k’un Yang, Religion in Chinese Society: A Study of Contemporary Social
Functions of Religion and Some of Their Historical Factors. Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1961,

13, Ron Scollon and Suzanne Wong-Scollon, “Topic confusion in English-Asian Dis-
course.” World Englishes, Vol. 10, No. 2. 1991, pp. 113-25.

14, Vai Ramanathan and Dwight Atkinson, p. 33.
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the memoir’s discursive meaning, as well as the significant concerns Spivak
raises, a disservice,

Similarly, I could systematically attempt to list multiple examples of re-
sistant subaltern speech that is critical of the West in A Mouth Sweeter than
Salt, but that approach would also be reductive. Such an argument would
merely ignore some of Spivak’s concerns and reify her claims that postcolo-
nial scholarship, though defiant of the Western academy, is complicit with
the foundations of the Western intellectual sphere by publishing in English
and manifesting as a product of the free market. Instead, I intend to account
for the two objections by implementing both Edward Said’s concepts of stra-
tegic location and strategic formation and Dipesh Chakrabatry’s discussion of
paradox before launching into my discussion of the memoir. Through these
paradigms, I can facilitate a rebuttal of Spivak’s concerns in the context of A
Mouth Sweeter than Salt, and draw out additional elements of Falgld’s work
that speak to the book’s capacity to deconstruct the forces of Western global-
ized intellectualism.

Edward Said developed his understanding of strategic location and stra-
tegic formation in the groundbreaking book Orientalism, which marked a
drastic shift in the way global peripheries produced scholarship critical of the
West. Strategic location “is a way of describing the author’s position in a text
with regard to the ... material he writes about.”’* Strategic formation “is a way
of analyzing the relationship between texts and the way in which groups of
texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referen-
tial power among themselves and thereafter in the culture at large.""® These
concepts are critical to understanding the ways in which a writer frames his
or her work within and against the existing body of literature and knowledge
that has already been produced about an area. Such an endeavor primarily
utilizes strategic formation as a point of academic relationality, but strategic
location is also important for understanding the effect the background of an
author may have on his or her own work and, thus, his or her strategic forma-
tions. Particularly in the case of Falgla, both factors are critical as he occupies
a complicated space of connectivity with both the Western academic sphere
and his own subaltern voice, as well as the subaltern voices of his culture.

Strategic location and formation especially draw attention to the ways in
which a work may be complicated by historiographical relationships with the
West. Indeed, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt references events in Yoruba his-
tory written about by Western scholars for the better part of a century. From
employment in radio repair, to the Western mail system and the Western

15. Edward Said, Orientalismi. London: Vintage Books, 1979, p. 20.
16. Ibid.
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primary education system Filola describes, the memoir is rife with references
associated with the West. I contend, that in an increasingly globalizing world,
these relationships are inevitable. This said, it would seem that the influences
Spivak critiques are also all but inevitable as well. In fact, Spivak herself, a
highly regarded member of the Columbia University faculty and renowned
scholar in the Western academic arena, is subject to her own critiques. It
seems that one is either directly complicit with the Western academy, indi-
rectly complicit with it by critiquing it within its own framework, as Spivak
argues, or critical of the Western academy outside of it— in which case, the
critique is unlikely to be widely read or have significant impact.

Such a dynamic features a rather nihilistic range of options. However,
Dipesh Chakrabarty offers a helpful interpretation for resisting the oppres-
sive forces of the Western academic structure while simultaneously partici-
pating in it. His understanding of this paradox does not provide a mechanism
for resolving the tension, but instead, for coming to terms with it. Given the
difficulty of critiquing the Western academic system without participating in
it, I argue that Chakrabarty’s formulations present the best perspective for in-
terpreting A Mouth Sweeter than Salt as a justification for why the subaltern
can, in fact, speak. In this way, Filgla helps construct a space for subaltern
voice within the Western academic complex.

Chakrabarty defines his concept of paradox, which will be used for the
purposes of this paper, in a way that understands the Eurocentric implications
of Western knowledge systems, but also grants their inherent usefulness for
articulating non-Western formulations.

For generations now, philosophers and thinkers who shape the nature
of social science have produced theories that embrace the entirety of
humanity. As we well know, these statements have been produced in
relative, and sometimes absolute, ignorance of the majority of hu-
mankind—that is, those living in non-Western cultures ... The ev-
eryday paradox of third-world social science is that we find these
theories, in spite of their inherent ignorance of “us,” eminently useful
in understanding our societies.!”

For him, the project of coming to terms with such tension is his book’s name-
sake Provincializing Europe. Thus, not only are the themes in A Mouth Sweeter
than Salt similar to Chakrabarty’s provincialization, the paradoxical publi-
cation of an anti-imperial, Afrocentric memoir by a Eurocentric (or at least

17. Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2000, pp.. 52-3.
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Anglo-centric) press is undeniably a physical act of provincialization within
the Western scholarly community. Chakrabarty explains:

To provincialize Europe in historical thought is to struggle to hold
in a state of permanent tension a dialogue between two contradic-
tory points of view. On one side is the indispensable and universal
narrative of capital—History 1, as I have called it. This narrative both
gives us a critique of capitalist imperialism and affords elusive but
necessarily energizing glimpses of the Enlightenment promise of an
abstract, universal but never-to-be-realized humanity. Without such
elusive glimpses, as I have said before, there is no political modernity.
On the other side is thought about diverse ways of being human, the
infinite incommensurabilities through which we struggle—peren-
nially, precariously, but unavoidably—to “world the earth” in order
to live within our different senses of ontic belonging. These are the
struggles that become—when in contact with capital—the History
2s that in practice always modify and interrupt the totalizing thrusts
of History.!8

A Mouth Sweeter than Salt: Embracing Paradox,
Building Subaltern Intellectual Space

Many themes throughout Falgla’s memoir speak to the paradoxical place
of his work and his personal narrative within the tension between the world-
view of his Yorubd culture and that of the Western modernity making its way
into Nigerian society during his youth. In line with Chakrabarty, I use “mo-
dernity” not as a cultural judgment about development, but rather as a signi-
fier for Western worldviews, no better than worldviews of those outside of the
West."” From his understanding of time, language and meaning, and family,
among others, Falgla effortlessly weaves a detailed tapestry of his paradoxi-
cal location in his memoir that foregrounds a legitimate space for subaltern
voice in Western scholarship. Spivak might view this as complicity, but ulti-
mately, I argue that endeavors such as Falold’s represent a powerful force for
subaltern agency.

18. Ibid., p. 286.
19. Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Muddle of Modernity.” The American Historical Re-
view. Vol. 116, No. 3. 2011, pp. 663-75.
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Time:

In Western culture, time appears as one of the most basic units of measure-
ment: twenty-four hours in a day; seven days in a week; fifty-two weeks in a
year; etc. For many, the supremacy of this system is taken for granted. Dates
are associated with events, and with enough detail, any occurrence can be
mapped upon the span of time. From page one, Falgld shatters this assump-
tion by reflecting on the perception of time into which he was born. “Time
can be an idea, a concept. Time can be measured by comparing people, re-
lating one event to another. Like logs of wood placed on top of one another,
time can be determined by the placement of one log in relation to the oth-
er.”?® Though basic in principle, many who have filled out their date of birth
on passport applications, bank forms, tax filings etc. will take pause. Why is
“I was born on the fourth crescent moon after the start of the war” not suffi-
cient? Such a statement can be just as accurate, just as legitimate as the West-
ern system of tracking time. Indeed, “Time can be measured and presented as
an event. People had been born in the year of famine, drought, hurricane, lo-
cust invasion, and other calamities. People had given as the day of their birth
moments of joy an happiness, as on the day of the visit of Queen Victoria to
Nigeria."*! Filold masterfully articulates his strategic formations in relation
to his readers, a large group of who are American university students. Though
he does not prompt the question directly, Filold's suggestion of alternate per-
spectives on temporality facilitates Western audiences undermining their own
Western assumptions. Indeed, the subaltern voice in this example could argu-
ably erode, if not supersede, customary notions of “time.”

Language and Meaning:

In another prominent example, Filold uses his understanding of Mesiogo
to invite readers into a non-Western understanding of language, communi-
cation, and truth. Again these are features, as discussed in the section on
English-language, that many Westerners are socialized to take as universal,
static, and objective. As Filgld’s discussion of Mesiogo demonstrates, such
themes are entirely relative when subjected to non-Western worldviews.

Mesiogo is a personality of sorts claimed by Falgld’s home city of Ibadan,
though the word can stand in for a person, an identity, and types of language
use. Its meaning shifts very much in line with the themes it is used to repre-
sent. “If wars and bravery are clear, Mesiogo is about the ambiguity of words,
their capacity to multitask and create many exit points for an individual. Me-
siogo sees a human personality as an embodiment of words and actions that

20. Falola, p. 3.
21. Ibid., p. 7.
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shift like time and season.”? For Félgld and the larger Yoruba culture, Mesi-
ogo represents a stark paradox in the realm of framing reality. For example,
yes and no are not clear-cut signifiers as they are in many Western cultures.
Filgla prompts his readers, “If your world is built on saying a sharp reality
of no and yes, take a deep breath and accept other realities.”® For Falgld, yes
may not mean yes in the Anglo sense, and the truths behind interpretation of
a yes or a no response in conversation can be just as fluid. In some ways a yes
can even mean its Anglo-opposite, no. Even more paradoxically, Filola draws
readers’ attention to Ko burii, which combines yes and no as one, leaving the
listener to decipher the actual truth of the meaning.?! In effect, Filol4 attends
to the necessity of implementing Said’s strategic location and formation in in-
terpreting communication of this type. The reality of a conversation depends
entirely upon the strategic context of its participants.

As Filold contends, these types of language structures, counter to the arro-
gance of English-language dominance, have a capacity to be more descriptive,
vividly drawing meaning from how and where they are produced. Fundamen-
tally, “One’s mouth is one’s lawyer."* Mesi{gd can represent a strategy for
picking appropriate times to stand your ground. It is a code of etiquette for
those who know how to distinguish speech for those with authority as well
as those with a reputation of deception. “Mesidgd also use silence for effect.
Words such as ko burii and béé ni are used to create effects similar to that of
silence, that is, talking without revealing anything."*¢ Ultimately, “Mesi¢gé
factors the agency of destiny and the future that only the greater forces can
see and manipulate into interpersonal relations and the dialogue to sustain
them.”? Again, such drastic difference in communication is illustrated within
the context of a Western publication; another paradox to be admired rather
than criticized,

As a former member of Filgld's Western classroom audiences, I remem-
ber reading the above analysis in his memoir and thinking that whomever
claimed English was one of the most difficult languages to learn was speak-
ing about learning words themselves and not the meanings behind them. My
experience was of Filola’s brilliant yet subtle insurgency at work, and while
it opened up a new realm of understanding for his culture of communica-
tion, it also undermined the sophomoric assumptions of an eighteen-year-old
Westerner. After becoming cognizant of his argument, I understood that my

22. Ibid., p. 42.
23. Ibid., p. 47.
24. Ibid., p. 48,
25. Ibid., p. 52.
26. bid., p. 53.
27. Thid,, p. 52.
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language could flow with variant meanings too if not for the universality of
English-language I had been socialized to believe existed. This was, in effect, a
successful form of intellectual provincialization, despite its occurrence under
premises that Spivak’s critique could target. Though, as Spivak criticizes, a
Western institutional sphere was distributing knowledge about the develop-
ing world to Western audiences, Falgla also opened a realm for subaltern Af-
rican knowledge to be voiced on its own terms.

Family:

One of the most socialized assumptions within the dominance of Western
globalized culture is the nuclear family unit. Of course, many are told that
there is an extended family unit that is possible within a household, or that
polygamy allows many to be married to one, but Falgla stretches understand-
ing to form an academic discursive space for his kinship culture, Indeed, it is
rare that a Westerner would think of having multiple mothers, but Filola ex-
plains that he, for the better part of his youth, did not know which mother was
biologically his. There was Mama One, Mama Yéosi, Mamad El¢mu, Mamd
Ayd, Mami Adé, Mamé Bay), Mama Pupa, Mamd Yemi, Mamd Biddiin,
etc. All of these individuals were wrapped in a set of complex relationships
through which Falold navigated not by the rules of an unknown bioclogical
connection, but rather, by the filial laws of his culture.?® There was no single
one mother assigned to raise him as in most of Western culture.

Whenever anyone asked about my mama, I answered in the plural
“they are home.” I never acted or behaved as a child with one mother.
When a crack appears in a wall, the lizard finds the opportunity to
enter. The crack that I was looking for was the mamd with generosity
at a particular time, one who would give me more food. When the
mamas did not coordinate their activities, I could have two dinners
by judging when the food would be ready in two places.?

Here especially, the concept of family structure seems foreign to Western
readers, but it is explained in a way that discursively represents the strategic
location of Filold in a place where divergent, from a Western perspective, fam-
ily practices become normalized. They just formulate an alternate structure
as opposed to one that is odd or irregular. Again, Falold engenders engage-
ment with his culture on its own terms, within its own discursive subaltern
space. Hammering the point home to his readers, Falgld explains that father,
brother, sister, and uncle are not representative of family members in Africa

28. Ibid., pp. 87-9.
29. Ibid., p. 99.
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in the same way that they are in Western cultures. Rather, they represent signs
of respect and social etiquette.”® Particularly here, Filglad directly illuminates
legitimate cultural difference within an academic realm tied strongly to West-
ern themes by making comparisons with American practices.

Falola’s Paradox: A Critique of Modernity

Beyond the micro themes addressed above as examples of Filola's challenge
to assumptions of Western knowledge, his memoir features a much larger cri-
tique of modernity. In line with Chakrabarty, his intention does not reflect a
rejection of modernity, but rather an investigation of its implications in order
to challenge the ways in which modernity delegitimizes other worldviews.
For Chakrabarty, “If someone is ‘modern,’ then he or she is so with regard to
somebody who is not. That ‘somebody’ may come to be seen as *backward’ or
‘premodern’ or non-modern or waiting to be made ‘modern.”! Additionally,
Jadunath Sarkar reminds us that the application of modernity to any context
is both an act of ideology and imagination, otherwise read as the production
of potentially oppressive knowledge systems.’> A Mouth Sweeter than Salt,
functions as a way to embrace the elements of modernity that can help sub-
altern voices gain leverage while nulling the judgments attached to the word
by replacing “non-modern” with “parallel.” Falgla, thus, creates intellectual
space for a different worldview within the modern scheme by criticizing the
ways in which modernity has overlooked equally legitimate alternate systems.

For example, in his culture, temporality is not just a question of the time of
day, it functions as a framework for identity and all of the relevance identity
politics has for contemporary Western scholarship.

A day may be so fragmented that there can be no confusion as to
time or season. A wristwatch or clock is not essential to the under-
standing of this fragmentation; it only serves to ornament the habits
already in place. Work merges with time, time and work merge with
people, all combining in elaborate greeting forms that denote bound-
aries of time, season, gender, occupation, and space.”

In the context of language, Falold defends his subaltern culture by noting
that the changes of Western modernity do not necessarily mean progress or
betterment. Instead, his writing demonstrates to his readers, subaltern and

30. tbid., p. 124.

31. Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Muddle of Modernity." pp. 663-75
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Andhra Pradesh: Orient Longman India, 1932, p. 1.
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Western alike, that universalizing Western cultural themes can be delete-
rious to foreign cultures. Speaking to issues of language, Christian transla-
tion affected Yorib4 tradition greatly. The god Esli who occupied a space asa
gatekeeper, the purveyor of crossroads, and a rebel in traditional Yoruba cul-
ture was likened to Satan in many missionary translations, and as Christian-
ity spread, the original religious place of Esi, who differed greatly from the
Satan, was permanently vilified.>?

Filola writes that the shifts in language, etiquette, and vocabulary im-
ported from the West began to override his own linguistic culture. For read-
ers, they will understand that this is not Western progress, but a deep loss
caused by the assumption of Western cultural superiority. As he explains:

I begin to interact with those who do not know how to greet, whose
vocabulary is handicapped. Slowly, painfully, I learn not to say P¢lé
and Eki, not to greet the cashier at the department store, not to ex-
change smiles with the technician, not to laugh loudly in seminars.
My vocabulary, too, begins to shrink, my face begins to look sterner,
my neck is less flexible, as it no longer needs to turn the head to look
at the palm wine tapper about to fall. When people greet me, I thank
them, and they wonder why they deserve the gratitude. A P¢lé can
no longer be returned for another Pele.®

These examples illustrate clearly for a reader — a facet of strategic forma-
tion — that the degradation of other worldviews in the pursuit of Western
ones has consequences with deep personal meaning and profound cultural
loss for individuals all over the world, Part of the memoir’s project is to pro-
vincialize Western perspectives by showing that they are not better than other
ones, simply different, and equally valid along parallel schemes,

Conclusions

To this day, Spivak’s claims of the limit to subaltern speech weigh heavy in
postcolonial scholarship. Nonetheless, in addressing the intimate level of pen-
etration Western culture and intellectual attitudes have made into all corners
of the globe, she has all but outlined the problem as insurmountably inevita-
ble. Given her analysis, the alternative of authentically pure subaltern speech
simply does not exist. The West has left no culture untouched. However, in-
stead of pursuing this seemingly hopeless paradigm, I advocate for a recon-
ceptualization of what subaltern authenticity means. In the intellectual arena,

34. Ibid., p. 27.
35, Ibid., p. 26.
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Western influences may be strong, but that does not mean that we should not
dismiss the efforts that have been made to promote non-Western worldviews.
Even more, we should not discount the passionate critiques of the West made
by non-Western authors in paradoxical identity locations. In both cases, real
subaltern agency flourishes. Subalternity has a voice, and while it may not be
perfect, it appears to be a better option than the alternatives, or lack thereof,
in Spivak’s essay.

For both Said and Chakrabarty, the concept of autocritique presents
a compelling answer to the problem of paradox addressed in this chapter.
Chakrabarty tells us that we must learn to accept the inevitable paradox of
our place in the current intellectual and physical world, but what makes that
paradox, specifically the Western exigencies, permissible is a constant, vigilant
questioning of the Western tendrils in our respective paradoxes. In A Mouth
Sweeter than Salt, Filgld makes a commendable effort. Many of the critiques
in Flold’s work discussed here feature strong examples of autocritique. More
subtle choices also implement autocritique of his Western influences such as
sidestepping the Western obsession with utilizing the national unit of anal-
ysis in preference for cultural and community groupings as Homi Bhabha
recommends. In helping build a subaltern discourse community, Filola un-
derstands that, as Joseph Harris argues, at any given time, we belong to sev-
eral dialogues and are concurrently committed to a plethora of conflicting
and paradoxical discourses.”’

What follows appears as one of his most striking points of defiance towards
the institution of the Western academy: When publishing his native city’s cul-
tural poem in a manuscript, he was asked to add a citation. He simply replied,
“from whom?,” suggesting that a centuries old historical tradition did not be-
long to someone a Western publisher could credit and stamp onto a footnote.
When he was asked again, he reacted with political brilliance to reiterate his
point by telling them he would cite it, but needed them to find the address of
the author and publisher of the poem.3 Of course, there was none because the
poem belonged to the collective historical memory of the city of Ibadan. Such
a thing cannot be cited, and the Western publishers soon learned this. In ef-
fect, Falola taught the publishers that, as Thomas Kent put it, “Our knowledge
of others and of the world always will be relative to the particular conceptual
schemes or communities in which we exist.”®® While it is critical to note this
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in our publications, it is also important to understand that this lesson can be
applied to the publication process itself.

Ultimately, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt represents far more than any of the
issues [ have individually addressed. It is a complex amalgamation of them all.
It is both subtle and direct. It celebrates elements of modernity while making
a profound argument for the right to subaltern cultural legitimacy within a
Westernized world and a Westernized intellectual community. Fundamen-
tally, Falold’s memoir is an act of subaltern speech that does not fall victim to
Spivakian criticisms because it practices Chakrabarty’s notion of paradoxical
provincialization with precision and expertise. Filol utilizes his strategic lo-
cation of having grown up during the height of the struggle between tradition
and Western modernity in Nigeria to demonstrate that Yoruba, African, and
to some degree, all subaltern voices deserve the same epistemological legiti-
macy as Western knowledge systems. Simultaneously, Filola uses his mem-
oir’s strategic formation to relate his argument to English-speaking audiences,
both for those who have been exposed to modernity in subaltern circles and
those who are born directly into Western modernity.

Our world is not one of universal interpretation or singular answers, and
Spivak’s critique rightly notes this reality. Nonetheless, in her understanding
of the overwhelming monolith that involves a fundamentally Western intel-
lectual control of the academy, she fails to acknowledge the powerful ways in
which subalternity has fought back. Audre Lorde became renowned for her
famous quote, “For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house,
They may allow us to temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will
never enable us to bring about genuine change.™? Spivak more or less offers
an advanced analysis of why using the master’s tools will ultimately result in
complacency. At least in the intellectual sphere, one only needs to look at the
exponential growth in critical postcolonial scholarship in the heart of Western
academic presses such as Oxford and Routledge over the past three decades to
conclude that Lorde got it wrong. In particular, Téyin Filola moves beyond
the hierarchy of the master’s tools and the subordinate beings who implement
those tools. Instead, Filold constructs a space within which those tools can
be owned by the subaltern. In other words, A Mouth Sweeter than Salt oper-
ates in a space that is Western in origin, but represents a paradoxical fusion of
equally legitimate worldviews that cease to be Western. In this way, when Spi-
vak claims that “The subaltern cannot speak,™! she does not account for the
subaltern’s ability to forge a space in which their voice is on equal terms with

40, Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House.” In
Sister Quisider: Essays and Speeches. Berkeley: Crossing Press, 1984, p. 112.
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Western intellectual authority. She need only examine Téyin Filgla’s memoir
to see a compelling, and ultimately successful attempt at doing so.
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