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«I’m thinking of new forms of cosmopolitanism – or what Arjun Appadurai calls  ‘globalisation from below’ – of the possibility to strive for the common good of humanity instead of just one’s tribe (be it an ethnic group, a religious community, or a whole nation).»
«There is always a distinction between what is and what can be» Manguel started to explain patiently, searching for wisdom in the milky opalescence of his rakı «what we imagine would be ideal to obtain and what we know perhaps we will never obtain. However, the fact that we suspect that something can never be obtained does not mean that we should not intend it. I believe that, as with any living species, there are certain basic tenets for us humans and that we have evolved those tenets in time. One of them is that we should try to preserve human life, we should try to avoid hurting others and we should try to live together in a balance between our rights and our obligations. This is despite knowing that we tend towards gratuitous violence, war mongering, greed, and rapaciousness.»
Manguel paused and brought the glass of rakı to his lips. I waited, suspended on the thread of his reasoning.
«In the same way that our cultural identity is constructed through that which we define and that which we reject, our human identity – that is our moral/ethical identity – would also be defined by what we accept and what we reject. In other words, we construct ourselves not only in the knowledge that we should not hurt another human being or another living creature but also in the knowledge that we can hurt another living creature and that we choose not to. I think that this is essential, because if we take the position of ignoring that we have that choice, we will be more easily led into the conviction that it is not a choice but a necessity and that we must wage war instead of that we can wage war. In the same way, without falling into a fairy tale communism or the fantasies of a Fourier or a Cabet, it is certain that we can share our life on earth more equitably and that is certain because those of us who have too much know we have too much, that the vast majority have too little and it would take a shift in our industrial and economic priorities to reset the balance both for human beings and for the rest of the planet.»[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  François Marie Charles Fourier (1772-1837) and Étienne Cabet (1788-1856) were French philosophers and utopian socialists whose radical views inspired the founding of several communities in the US. ] 

I knew we were straying from my interview but I wanted Manguel to conclude his reasoning before steering him back to my set path: «If national industries shifted from the making of new materials to recycling, from chemically driven crops to naturally grown crops, from government budgets based on the arms industry to budgets devoted to education and culture, that kind of change would be possible but it would require a universally concerted effort and a couple of generations willing to wait for the change. This is not likely to happen but that doesn’t mean that it’s not a possibility. It’s also not a probability.»
«This would also mean opening up to another kind of industrial culture» I said. «I wonder then, going back to the main thread of our interview, to what extent can we be open to the Other, to other cultures; and to what extent can we let ourselves be transformed by other cultures.» 
«Anyone transforms me up to a certain point in the sense that there is an exchange, even minimum, of ideas or impressions. But the profound transformations that happened to me when I discovered, for instance, that there was such a thing as a Greek culture or the Middle Ages, no, I can’t say that these contacts with other cultures transformed me. I lived for five years in the Pacific and I became interested in Polynesian culture and language but I don’t think they transformed me. I learned things from them but they never became mine, and not because I stood, I think, in a Eurocentric culture but simply because I didn’t feel an affinity with those other cultures. The fact that it simply is another culture, another important culture, another rich culture does not mean that necessarily I will take it on board and that I become more transcultural than before.» 
Being transcultural has its boundaries too, I thought. The degree of openness is never absolute but – following Manguel’s reasoning – always somehow filtered by our present self, the self of that particular moment.
«I see. Perhaps my question was simply meant to probe the existence, or the appreciation, of a certain disposition, a certain openness towards possible transformations, in the same way that the Canadian identity you have referred to earlier allows – or at least has allowed so far – the individual to have and develop an open identity.»
«You can be open, of course you can feel that you are open, but that openness will vary according to the time of day (I mean, I feel far more open in the day than I feel in the evening, when I’m tired and I don’t want to hear about anything) and the contingent situation (I feel more open if I am in a questioning state in a certain area and I come across something that feeds that questioning). This does not imply, however, the kind of cultural take over that seems to be suggested in your question: that happens very rarely and even when it does I’m quite wary of it. Some of the more deeply rooted Canadian writers who come from cultures other than the Anglo-Saxon or the French one – say, for instance, Michael Ondaatje or Rohinton Mistry – are writers who have less assimilated European culture via Canada than brought into Canadian culture certain aspects of their own (Parsi and Sri Lankan in this case) culture. I distrust those sweeping conversions, like you suddenly convert to a new religion, like you arrive in India and become Indian.» 
«In other words, you are weary of those who, as the English say, go native.» 
«Exactly, that embracing the culture you discover to me has the feel of a costume ball, where you put on the native dress and switch to the native food. I don’t fully believe that. I find it much more interesting when there is a mutual feeding from one cultural standpoint to the other, for example when E.M. Forster writes about India, when Shisako Endo writes about European Christianity, when Borges writes about European culture. These are renovations for the discovered culture as much as for the discoverer. From here come the more effective, the more lasting results.» 
«Your reaction corroborates my thesis that there are more ways of living and interpreting a transcultural condition, which we might consider as an open mode characterised by a great fluidity.»
«There are very meaningful examples that show to what extent you can embrace and enrich the culture while at the same time being conscious of that which has formed you up to that point. It’s the case of Joseph Conrad, who never lost his Polish accent even though he didn’t write in Polish and didn’t live in Poland. He was one of the greatest British writers, a quintessential contributor to and transformer of British culture of his time; still, he remained true to himself, whatever that is.» 
«What about Paul Bowles?»
«Paul Bowles is another example in that sense. He is someone who writes from an American point of view, is interested in North African culture without pretending to be a North African. And so when he for instance discovers a talented Maghrebian storyteller, by transcribing and translating him he transforms that storyteller into the equivalent of an American writer. He doesn’t abandon the tenets of the culture in which he was brought up but he opens it to the new cultures that he discovers.» 
«As you say, he ‘opens’ his culture to other cultures. He adapts to the different cultural environments he finds himself in to the point that he can no longer be related only to one culture. What about you? Would you personally feel comfortable in being defined as a transcultural author if that meant being on the border of one’s culture, not belonging to just one culture or to any fixed culture?»
«As I said before, as soon as you call me something I would say no, whatever that is. That can be a very unhealthy way of dealing with reactions from the outer world, but while I’m sure it has psychological reasons I’ve always felt uncomfortable with ready-made definitions. I believe that those definitions are always in the eyes of the beholder. So you are free as a reader of what I write to apply any label you like. One definition can be defended as much as any other, I suppose. I don’t apply any labels to myself except under certain circumstances. When I’ve to choose a nationality then I will say I’m Canadian, when I’ve to choose a language in which I write, I would say I write in English. When I have to choose an allegiance it will probably depend on the place or person or object or subject that has the least allegiance, because I like to contradict.»
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