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'TIME IS NOT A RIVER' 
THE IMPLICATIONS OF MUMBO JUMBO 'S 

PENDULUM CHRONOLOGY FOR COALITION 
POLITICS 

Tamiko Fiona Nimura 
University of Washington 

I smael Reed's 1 9 72 nove l ,  Mumbo Jumbo, proposes a 
un ique ch rono logica l  theory that requ i res a m u l ti p l e
grounded understand i ng of t ime.  An ana lys i s  of what 
cou ld be ca l l ed th i s  "pendu l um"  chrono logy l eads to a 
more comp lete understand i ng of the novel and has 
important imp l ications for a coa l i t ion of American eth
n ic  stud ies and other identity-re lated work i n  the acad
emy. 

Arna Bontemps was correct i n  h i s  new i ntroduc
t ion to B lack Thunder. Ti me is a pendu l um .  Not a 
river. More ak in  to what goes a round comes 
around .  (Locomob i l e  rear moving toward neoned 
Manhattan sky l i ne .  Skyscrapers g leam l i ke magic 
trees. Freeze frame. )  

Jan .  31  st, 1 9 7 1  
3 :00 PM 

Berke ley, Ca l iforn ia 
I shmael Reed, Mumbo Jumbo' 

To beg in  at the end of I shmael Reed's nove l Mumbo Jumbo 
( 1 9 72 )  is enti re ly  appropr iate for a d i scuss ion of its chrono logy. 
The nove l 's fi na l  l i nes, quoted above, seem to leave us with a 
puzzl i ng co l l age: part m us i ngs, part c l iches, part screenp lay, part 
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l og ist ics. Here Mumbo Jumbo's main  character, PaPa LaBas, 
muses: "Ti me i s  a pendu l um .  Not a river."2 A few l i nes l ater Reed 
draws attention to the nove l 's comp let ion, naming i ts spec ific  
date, ti me and p lace: "January 3 1  st, 1 97 1 . 3 :00 PM.  Berkeley, 
Ca l i forn ia ."3 Fo l lowing th i s  pronouncement, such deta i led atten
ti on to the nove l 's complet ion shows Reed's preoccupation with 
chrono logy: a struggle not on ly  with mono l ith ic narratives of h i s
tory but a l so with an understand ing of un id i rectiona l  t ime i tse l f. 

Though l i terary crit ics have considered Mumbo Jumbo's 
sense of h istory, few have deve loped an extended read ing  of i ts 
chronology or the imp l i cations of th is  chrono logy. Theodore O. 
Mason characterizes Reed's v iew of h istory as "cyc l ica l ,  yet 
s imu l taneous ly l i near."4 I wou ld broaden Mason's character iza
tion from "h i story" to "ch ronology," a l l owing for fictiona l  as wel l 
as non-fictiona l  events. Fo l lowing the b inary log ic of poststruc
tu ra l i sm, Henry Lou i s  Gates, J r. posits one "story of the past" and 
one "story of the present." Gates contends that the nove l 's struc
tu re is  dua l i st ic :  it " [draws] upon the story of the past to reflect 
u pon,  ana lyze, and ph i l osoph ize about the story of the present."5 

In th i s  paper I extend Gates' character ization of Mumbo 
Jumbo by suggesti ng that the novel draws on the story of severa l  
pasts, both to  reflect upon the story o f  the nove l 's mu lti p le  "pres
ents" and to prophesy about the futu re. And i ndeed in a 1 974 
i nterv iew Reed remarked that th i s  was one of h i s  ma in  pu rposes 
in writ i ng the nove l :  "I wanted to write about a time l i ke the pres
ent, or to use the past to prophesy about the futu re-a process that 
ou r  ancestors ca l led 'Necromancy.' I chose the 20s because [that 
period was] very s im i l a r  to what's happen ing [ i n  the l ate 
1 960s/ear ly 1 970s] ."6 The nove l 's fi na l  l i nes ground Mumbo 
Jumbo in severa l ti me periods, i nc l ud ing the 1 920s Har lem 
Rena i ssance and the ear ly 1 970s. The chronology represented i n  
these l i nes m ight appear to be another confus ing aspect of a n  
a l ready confus ing novel . How are we to understand t ime as a 
"pendu l um"  wh i l e  pay ing stat ic attention to one time period 
( 1 97 1 ) ?  And what wi l l  such s imu l taneous ground ing do for our  
u nderstand i ngs of  the novel ? To answer these questions we must 
read the nove l accord i ng to i ts own chronological  theory. 

I argue here that Mumbo Jumbo proposes i ts own chrono
logi ca l  theory; it argues for a mu lti p ly grounded understand ing 
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of time and for a l ong-term understand ing of coa l ition .  Reed's 
novel draws para l l e l s  between ear l ier and contemporary mu l 
ti racia l  coa l it ions, sh ift ing our  sense o f  coa l i t ion from a one-way, 
l i near process with a desi red end product to a conti n ua l ly  d i a l ec
tical process. Exam in i ng severa l  examp les in the text wi l l  a l l ow 
us to excavate Mumbo jumbo's ch ronology and to identify the 
broader imp l i cations of that chrono logy not on ly  for an under
standing of the nove l but a l so for coa l i t ions of American ethn ic  
stud ies and  other identity-rel ated work i n  the  academy. 

Mumbo J umbo's " Pendulum Chronology" 
Mumbo jumbo is an i ntertextua l  co l l age, fu l l  of photographs 

and i l l ustrations, d iagrams, excerpts of dance manua l s, l etters, 
newsflashes, Time-Life h istory books, and even a partia l  b ib l iog
raphy. It is a sati re, a detective nove l , 7 ostens ib ly  set i n  the 
Har lem Renaissance, about the appearance of a p l ague, or an 
"anti-plague," "jes' G rew." 8 jes '  G rew i s  an anti -p lague because 
it i s  an "en l iven i ng" p lague, one that causes i ts carriers to be 
emotiona l ly moved and to dance. Though Reed spec ifica l ly 
mentions "jes' G rew carr iers" l i ke Lou i s  Armstrong and Char l i e  
Parker, anyone i s  suscepti b le  to  catch jes' G rew; anyone can be 
emotiona l ly moved, and anyone can "shake that th i ng." A doc
tor attending jes'Grew "victims" agon izes, "There are no i so lat
ed cases i n  th i s  th i ng. It knows no c l ass no race no conscious
ness. I t  i s  self-propagat ing and you can never te l l  when it wi l l  
h i t."9 The la rge cast of characters i nc l udes PaPa LaBas (an incar
nation of the Afr ican tr ickster, Legba), Set, I s i s, and Os i r i s  (sever
al Egyptian gods and goddesses), the Sufi Abdu l Ham id, and the 
Mu'tafi kah (a coa l it ion of art-nappers) . A new reader of Mumbo 
jumbo confronts not on ly  a bewi l der ing array of texts and char
acters but a qu icks i lver movement between time periods. Th i s  
qu i cks i l ver movement i s  what I ca l l  pend u l u m  ch rono logy: the 
nove l 's ch rono logica l  theory. 

The nove l 's ch rono logica l  theory proposes that time does 
not s imp ly  flow forward, l i ke a river, but l i ke a pendu l um .  To 
envis ion the immed iate imp l ications of pendu l u m  chronology, i t  
i s  necessary to enumerate a few pri nc ip les .  

1 .  I f  ti me is  "a pendu l um"  and "Not a river," then t ime never 
moves so le ly i n  one d i rect ion; it moves back and forth . 
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2 .  "Time as a pendu l um" can i mp ly  a vary ing range of 
motion .  A pendu l um's range of motion inc l udes shorter sweeps, 
as wel l  as longer sweeps. In pendu l um  chrono logy the sweeps 
i nc l ude shorter reaches of time (year to year, decade to decade) 
as wel l  as longer reaches of t ime (centu ry to centu ry) . 

3 .  A "j ump" from one t ime period to the next is not abrupt 
movement but a sweep i ng motion from one part of a conti n uum 
to the next. A pendu l um 's path i s  i nc l us ive, encompass i ng the 
ti me periods between each endpo int of each sweep. 

4. Pendu l um chrono logy imp l ies a Fanon ia l l y  d ia lectic l O 
pendu l um .  That i s, it moves between not j ust one past and one 
futu re, but among mu ltip le  pasts, mu l tip le  presents, and m u lti p l e  
futu res a long  the same conti nuum .  The novel moves between 
pasts and presents and futu res, syncretica l ly tak ing what is  re l e
vant from each time period, generatively engaging the b i nar ies of 
past and present yet refus ing any easy synthes is  of thes is and 
antithes is .  

5 .  A pendu l um  is defi ned th rough motion and movement. If 
i t  stops movi ng, i t  i s  no longer a pendu l um; thus pendu l u m  
chrono logy i ns i sts o n  constant, fl u id  motion among ti me periods. 
I f  we retu rn to the nove l 's fi na l  l i nes, understand ing the logi c of 
pendu l um  chronology, the references to mu lti p le  t ime periods 
are not so puzz l i ng; i nstead we can see sma l ler  sweeps of the 
pendu l u m  in the twentieth centu ry. "Arna Bontemps was correct 
i n  h i s  new i ntroduction to Black Thunder. Time is a pendu l um .  
Not a river." I n  the fi rst l i ne of th i s  passage, Reed refers to Arna 
Bontemps' nove l ,  Black Thunder ( 1 93 6), the story of a s l ave 
revolt i n  the 1 800s. The "new i ntroduction" here is the i ntroduc
t ion that Bontemps wrote for the 1 968 re-pub l i cation of Black 
Thunder. Bontemps's 1 968 i ntroduction begins "Time is not a 
r iver. Ti me is a pendu l um .  The thought occurred to me fi rst i n  
Watts i n  1 934." 1 1 Thus Reed's epi logue i s  Bontemps's i ntroduc
t ion; Reed's ending is  Bontemps' begi nn i ng. 

Mumbo Jumbo's fi na l  l i nes, then, put severa l dates i nto p lay: 
the date of the nove l 's complet ion ( 1 97 1 ), the date of the s lave 
revol t  portrayed i n  Black Thunder ( 1 800), the writi ng and pub l i 
cation o f  Black Thunder ( 1 93 6), and  Bontemps' "new" i ntroduc
t ion ( 1 968), l ooki ng back to the production of Black Thunder 
( 1 934) .  Here pendu l um  ch rono logy offers a fl u id, but not i nde-
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term inate, sense of t ime.  It offers time as a conti n uum .  In th is  
case time is  a coa l i t ion among severa l  texts, texts l i ke Black 
Thunder and Mumbo Jumbo, wh ich l ook backwards i n  time to 
te l l  us about the present. 

Moving backward from the nove l 's fi na l  l i nes, we can a l so 
see a pendu l u m  sweep from the 1 92 0s "present" of the nove l 
back to ancient ti mes .  The centra l  mystery, the reason why 
Mumbo Jumbo is a detective nove l ,  revo lves around Jes' G rew. 
What is it? Where d id  it come from?  For the enem ies of Jes' G rew 
carriers, a l so known as the Aton i sts, the question is th is :  how can 
Jes' G rew be stopped? For if everyone catches Jes'Grew, i t  cou ld  
be  "the end of  Civi l ization as  we know it." 1 2 Near  the end of  the 
novel ,  PaPa LaBas is  about to exp la in  the or ig ins of Jes' G rew, i n  
true 1 940s detective fash ion .  Rather than begi n n i ng h i s  exp lana
t ion from a few months ear l ier, in the 1 92 0s, he traces the "cr ime 
scene" to ancient Egypt: "We l l  i f  you must know, i t  a l l  began 
1 ODDs of years ago i n  Egypt, accord ing  to a h igh up  member i n  
the Ha it ian ar i stocracy." 

The next two chapters, i nteresti ng ly both labe led Chapter 
52 ,  ( 1 6 1 - 1 9 1 ) proceed to exp l a i n  the or ig ins of the confl icts 
between the fo l lowers of Os i r i s  (who l ater become people l i ke 
PaPa LaBas and the Mu'tafi kah) and the fo l lowers of Set (who 
later become Aton ists, l ead i ng to the its "m i l i ta ry a rm," the 
Wal lflower Order1 4) . Throughout these two chapters, Reed's pen
du l um  chrono logy i s  at work, drawing on references from John 
Mi lton 1 5  to S igmund Freud1 6 to para l l e l  phenomena from d iffer
ent pasts. In the m idd le  of th i s  section, PaPa LaBas exp la ins  the 
or ig ins of the Aton i st, monotheist ic, s i ng le-m inded chu rch . As 
LaBas descri bes i t, the Egyptian god Set beg ins  to create a re l i 
g ion of h i s  own, moving away from the Egyptian  pantheist ic tra
d i t ion :  

I f  you can understand Los Ange les you can a lmost get 
the p ictu re; i magi ne 2 or 3 Los Angeleses and you got 
He l iopo l is .  The leg i s lators l ay around i n  the Sun a l l  day 
and deve loped a strange Body Bu i l d i ng scene on the 
beach.  Set dec ided that he wou ld  i n troduce a re l ig ion 
based upon h is re l ationsh i p  to the Sun,  and s i nce he 
was a god then the Sun  wou ld  a l so be a god.  Of course 
th i s  was noth ing new because the Egypt ians had wor-
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sh iped the 'heat, l ight, orbs, and rays' had worsh iped 
the Sun  in a pantheist ic manner. With Set, the Sun 's 
flam i ng d i sc ecl i psed the rest of its parts , 1 7 

Th roughout h i story, the fo l lowers of Os i r is  and I s i s  fo l low the i r  
mu lt i p ly  focused cosmology, the "heat, l ight, orb and  rays." 
These fo l l owers mai nta i n  that thei r  connection to m u l ti p l e  l ife 
forces l i ke the l oas; "feed ing the l oas," or honor ing the many 
ancestra l sp i r i ts, i s  essent ia l  to the Work of LaBas's Mumbo 
J umbo Kathedra l .  Such connection someti mes l eads to Jes' G rew 
outbreaks l i ke the 1 890s "fl a i r-up" 1 8 and the 1 920s "fl a i r-up" as 
the nove l begi ns .  The fo l lowers of Set, on the other hand, pro
mote monotheist ic cosmology and try to d i scourage a l l  out
breaks of Jes' Grew. They worsh ip  on ly  "the flam ing d isc" rather 
than "the rest of i ts parts ." As Benoit Battravi l l e, a l eader in the 
Ha it ian ar i stocracy, exp la i ns, "There are many types of Aton ists . 
Po l i ti ca l ly  they can be ' Left,' ' Right,' 'Midd le,' but they are a l l  
together o n  the sacredness of Western Civi l i zati on and its m i s
s ion ." 1 9  By trac ing the "crime scene" back to Set's i nd iv idua l ist ic 
act, rather than an ega l itar ian act, Reed's pendu l um  chronology 
te l l s  us that coa l i t ion cannot be created based on one i nd iv id
ua l 's needs and desi res . 

I n  an ear ly i nterv iew Reed has said that h i s  i ntention i n  
reach i ng far back to ancient ti mes was to b e  humorous .  "You 're 
supposed to l augh when the detective goes a l l  the way back to 
Egypt and works up  to h i mself i n  reconstructi ng the cri me. When 
he  fi n i shes the summary, everybody's as l eep."2o Yet there is  a l so 
a te l l i ng  wisdom i n  th is  humor. PaPa LaBas's expos it ion changes 
from cr ime reso l ut ion to h i story l esson .  Such a pedagogica l  strat
egy i ns ists on the conti nu ity of h i story, argu ing that events have 
long genea logies. It a l so requ i res an exuberant wi l l i ngness to 
r ide the sweeps of pendu l um  chronology. 

Moving sti l l  farther back i n  the nove l ,  PaPa LaBas encoun
ters the Sufi Abdu l  Hamid at  a "Ch itter l i ng Switch," a party to 
ra ise money for anti - lynch i ng l egi s lation .2 1 Th rough the 1 920s
s i tuated Ham id, Reed uses necromancy, pred icti ng the futu re by 
us ing the past. Hamid prophes ies: 

A new generation i s  com ing on the scene. They wi l l  use 
terms l i ke 'basic' and ' rea l ly' with te l l i ng emphasis .  
They wi l l  extend the l etter and the mean ing of the word 
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'bad.' They won 't use your  knowledge and they wi l l  ca l l  
you 's ick' and 'way out' and that wi l l  be a sad day, but 
we must prepare for it. For on that day they wi l l  have 
abandoned the other wor ld  they came here with and 
wi l l  have become mundan ists pragmatists and con
creti sts . They wi l l  shout loudly about sou l  because they 
wi l l  have lost it. And thei r protests wi l l  be a sh r iek. A 
pan ic sound .22 

Here Reed i s  ab le  to comment on h i s  author ia l  "present," the 
arti sts i nvo lved with the B l ack Aesthetic .23 Thus, as Abdu l  Hamid  
prophes ies about the  "futu re," th i s  anachron i sm triggers a recog
n it ion about the 1 960s/1 970s. Here, th rough i ts pendu l um  
chrono l ogy, t he  nove l reworks common  con notations  of 
anach ron ism.  Other cr it ics24 have suggested that these are two 
major strategies that Reed uses th roughout Mumbo Jumbo: the 
nove l 's "j uxtaposition" of the 1 92 0s and the 1 960 or the 
anach ron ist ic references to the 1 960s dur ing a nove l ostens ib ly  
set dur ing the 1 92 0s .  The OED defi n it ion here is  "the attr i but ion 
of a custom, event, etc. to a period to wh ich it does not be long." 
Yet "belongi ng" or "wrong" periods of t ime s ign ify d ifferently i n  
the conti nuum o f  a pend u l u m  chronology. Anachron isms are not 
"wrongly" p laced but del i berate ly p laced . 

I n  th is  pendu l um  sweep, Mumbo Jumbo cha l l enges its read
ers with its pedagogy, with the way i t  decides to teach (or not) .  It 
requ i res so much context: the Har lem Rena i ssance, the B l ack 
Power movement of the 1 960s, a worki ng knowledge of anc ient 
Egyptian goddesses and gods. It wi l l  not present a g lossary of 
terms and trans lat ions or  gu ide to intertextua l  references. As l i t
erary cr it ic 5am i  Ludwig argues, the nove l wi l l  not even present 
quotat ion marks to gu ide precise ly who's speaki ng: "he said, she 
sa id ."2s In order to l earn Mumbo Jumbo we m ust rema in  v ig i l ant 
detectives ourselves: constant ly referri ng back to c l ues, con
stant ly i nferri ng who i s  speaki ng, constant ly work ing in pendu
lum fash ion .  The most i t  wi l l  g ive us  is  a b i b l iography-a partia l  
b i b l iography-so that we can  do  some detective work, ou rselves. 
So if we do not respect the nove l 's theories, i t  may wel l  rema i n  
"mumbo j umbo," i n  the Aton ist sense. If  we  do  respect the 
nove l 's theor ies, it can actua l ly lend itse lf  to the pu rpose of com
m un i ty/coa l i t ion bu i ld i ng: part of what PaPa LaBas and his fo l -

93 



Ethnic Studies Review Volume 26: 1 

l owers ca l l  "The Work." 
Movi ng sti l l  farther back in the nove l ,  my fi na l  examp le  of 

pendu l um  chrono logy in Mumbo Jumbo appears i n  Reed's por
traya l of the mu lt i rac ia l  coa l it ion, the Mu'tafi kah .  The Mu'tafi kah 
are a group of art-nappers; they remove artifacts from museums, 
or  what they ca l l  "Art Detention Centers ." The i r  m i ss ion is to 
return these artifacts to the i r  or igi na l  nations and cu l tu ra l  con
texts . In a footnote, Reed ca l l s  the Mu'tafi kah "the bohem ians of 
1 920s Manhattan ."26 Chapter 23  focuses on the North American 
branch of the MU'tafi kah, wh ich sets up shop i n  a bu i l d i ng at the 
edge of Ch i natown .27 They are mu lti rac ia l ,  i nc l ud ing Afr ican 
Amer icans, Ch icanos, Ch i nese Americans, and Whites, or, i n  
keep ing with l ate 1 960s term ino logy, "B lacks, Reds, Yel l ows, and 
Whi tes."28 The i r  l eadersh ip  is  co l lective; they rotate l eaders 
month ly. I n  Chapter 23 ,  we encounter a meeti ng of the 
MU 'tafi kah ,  prepar ing for the i r  next art-napp i ng .  A b l ack 
Mu'tafi kah, Herman Berbe lang, rem inds the Ch inese American 
character, "Ye l l ow Jack," of what l ed the Mu'tafi kah to create 
the i r  coa l i tion :  

You remember i n  that Art H istory c lass at  City Co l lege. 
The pact that we made that day . . .  that we wou ld  return 
the p l undered art to Afr ica, South America and Ch i na, 
the ritua l  accessories wh ich had been sto len so that we 
cou ld  see the gods retu rn and the spi r its aroused .  How 
we wanted to conj u re a spi r itual hu rr icane wh ich 
wou ld  l ift the debris of 2 ,000 years from its roots and 
fl i ng i t  about.29 
The fact that the Mu'tafi kah met i n  an Art H istory c l ass i s  s ig

n if icant: th is  meeti ng s ign ifies on the i nterconnection of art and 
pol i t ica l  action .  The i r  meeti ng at  a commun ity col l ege, an edu
cation des igned spec ifica l ly "for the people," ind icates the grass
roots activ i st component of thei r coa l i t ion . Moreover, the 
Mu'tafi kah wants to p lay with ch rono logy. They want to summon 
a "hu rr icane" that i nvo lves thousands of  years, and "fl i ng" that 
ch rono logy around.  At work in th is  exchange i s  a co l lective, 
shared memory: "You remember," says Berbe l ang to Ye l low Jack. 
Such a memory carries imp l ications for the past and for the 
futu re. Though it appears that th is coa l it ion has an end goa l ,  the 
Mu'tafi kah a l so see the i r  coa l it ion work as hav ing long-term con-
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sequences over thousands of years. 
Th is bri ngs me to the most important aspect of pendu l um 

chronology i n  Mumbo Jumbo: i ts imp l i cations for coa l ition .  I f  
"ti me is a pendu l um," pendu l um  ch rono logy means that coa l i 
t ion must be  rethought a s  long-term processes, rather than as 
short-term re lationsh ips with fi n ite goa ls .  "Coa l it ion" often con
notes an a l l iance for a common pol i t ica l  cause, a safe space that 
m i n im izes d ifferences among the d iverse part ies i nvo lved. L ike 
the Mu'tafi kah,  coa l i t ions come together because there is some
th i ng urgent that demands co l l ective l abor. However, th is  very 
u rgency often forecloses the deve lopment of l onger worki ng 
re lationsh ips .  Coa l it ions a re typ ica l ly short- l ived. In an i nterv iew 
with cu ltu ra l  cr it ic L isa Lowe, Ange la  Davis  ca l l s coa l it ions 
"ephemera l ."30 Davis prefers not to th i nk  about women of color 
activism i n  terms of coa l i t ion because i t  i s  a p l ace where d i ffer
ent agendas must be negotiated and comprom ised. Fo l lowing 
Bern ice Reagon's famous speech, "Coa l it ion Po l i t ics: Turn ing the 
Centu ry," I argue that these activit ies need not a lways be detr i 
menta l for d i fferent groups; such negotiation and compromise 
rema in  necessary for coa l i t ion work) ' A "coa l i t ion" i n  its or igi
na l  etymologica l  sense is  not a temporary, l i near process that 
ends with a product; it i s  a conti nua l  p rocess.32 Taking that 
i ntent serious ly, then, I defi ne coa l i t ion work as a p lace of cre
ative and generative strugg le, where d i fferences are neither 
merely celebrated nor e l i ded a l together, but worked th rough . 
Such an understand i ng comes from theor ies of coa l i t ion i n  
women o f  color fem i n ism, framed i n  antho logies such a s  This 
Bridge Called My Back33 and, more recently, This Bridge We Call 
HomeY Rather than fram ing activ ism i n  terms of stat ic "un ity," 
o r  "so l idar ity," progress ive th i n kers m ust frame the i r  work as 
Reed's Mu'tafi kah have, with i n  the dynamic, d i a l ectica l  process 
of coa l it ion . We must h i nge our  understand ing of pendu l um  
chronology i n  Mumbo Jumbo with our  understand ing o f  coa l i 
t ion-part ly because the nove l portrays coa l i t ion (th rough the 
MU 'tafi kah) and because i t  i s  a nove l that shou l d  represent our  
conception of  the l i fespan of  coa l ition .  

The i mportance of  the  Mu'tafi kah 's work hav ing long-term 
consequences cannot be underestimated . I f  we take pendu l u m  
chronology a s  a theory, i t  m ust not on ly have imp l i cations for 
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Mumbo Jumbo; i t  must a l so have imp l i cations outs ide the nove l .  
Reed's "pendu l um" chrono logy and  my  app l i cation of that 
ch rono logy ra ise several pri nc ip les for progressive coa l i t ions i n  
the academy. Though the connection between chronology and 
coa l i t ion may seem tenuous at fi rst, I suggest that Reed's nove l 
i ns i sts on connecti ng " real wor ld" po l it ics and s ign ifies on the 
h i story of ethn i c  stud ies coa l it ions th rough the Mu'tafi kah .  In the 
next section I offer th ree poss ib le  d i rectives that pendu l u m  
ch rono logy holds for American ethn i c  stud ies .  

Pendulum Chronology and American Ethnic Studies 
1 .  The fi rst imp l i cation of pendu l u m  chrono logy is that eth

n i c  stud ies scho larsh i p  must look back to its own or igi ns, draw
i ng on these origi ns and g lean ing l essons for the future. 

As an example of looking "back and forth" in ethn i c  stud ies, 
I connect Mumbo Jumbo to the h i stor ica l  events of the l ate 
1 960s. Doi ng so means read ing the recuperative work of the 
Mu'tafi kah coa l it ion as s ign ify ing on the work of the cu ltu ra l  
nationa l i st "th i rd wor ld coa l i t ions." As I i nd icated ear l i er, the 
nove l asks us to pay c lose attention to the context of i ts own pro
duction . 3 5  Thus we can read Mumbo Jumbo as an a l l egory for 
ear ly ethn i c  stud ies on the West Coast; Reed comp leted the 
novel two years after the famous 1 969 "Th i rd World" stri ke at 
San Franc isco State Un ivers i ty, where students demanded the 
i nst i tuti ona l i zati on of eth n i c  stud ies .  Th rough Herman 
Berbe lang, Reed descri bes another early imperative of  i nstitu
t iona l i zed ethn i c  stud ies .  "We vowed. We began to see that the 
Art i nstructor was speaki ng as if he d idn 't know we were in the 
room.  We fe l t  as if we were in church, stup id, d u l l  scu l ptu re 
bei ng b lown up to be rel ig ious objects."36 Read ing Berbe l ang's 
statement i n  context of American ethn ic  stud ies, then, we see a 
frustrat ion that sti l l  br i ngs students to ethn ic  stud ies c lassrooms. 
One of the i mportant drives of l ate 1 960s mu lt icu l tu ra l i sm was 
to give students of co lor  a sense of themselves as agents i n  ma in
stream h istoryY Berbe lang's frustrat ion a l so poi nts out the res i st
ance to exotic izati on that a l so drives much of ethn ic  stud ies. That 
is, ethn i c  stud ies a imed to change the subject of "soc ia l  stud ies" 
from an i nv is ib ly  wh ite subject to rac ia l ized ethn ic  subjects . 

The mu lt icu l tura l  composit ion of the Mu'tafi kah i n  Reed's 
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novel a l so reca l l s the m u lti rac ia l  group of "th i rd wor ld activi sts" 
in the 1 960s. In Reed's own pub l i sh i ng career, we see a com
m itment to m u lt i rac ia l  coa l i t ions in p l aces l i ke Reed's own jour
na l ,  the Yardbird Reader, wh ich pub l ished a spec ia l  As ian 
American issue i n  1 972 . Another is  the p l acement of two pic
tu res: one of a 1 92 0s Afr ican Amer ican wedd ing; the other, of 
Reed h i mself and other  writers of co lor, i nc l ud ing  As ian 
American writer Shawn Wong. We a l so see a longterm comm it
ment to coa l ition i n  Reed's co l l aborative ly operated Before 
Co l umbus Foundation, a non-profit organ ization devoted to pub
l i sh i ng mu lt icu l tu ra l  works, both by wh ite authors and authors of 
color. One of the photographs i n  the nove l ,  i n  fact, portrays the 
or ig ina l  Board of D i rectors of the Before Co l umbus Foundation, 
most of whom rema i n  on the Board today. 38 Such m u lt i rac ia l  
coa l it ions he lped to generate some of the centra l  work of ethn ic 
stud ies :  the recuperation of forgotten or margi na l i zed h i stories. 
Th is attention to recuperat ion is one of the debts that American 
ethn ic  stud ies owes the cu ltu ra l  nationa l i sts such as Reed . It i s  a 
debt that rema ins  i mportant to remember; though cu l tu ra l  
nationa l i sts are cu rrent ly d i sm issed as  proponents o f  " identity 
po l it ics," they a l so campaigned strongly for recuperative work. 
The recuperative work of ethn i c  stud ies i s  not fi n ished-and i n  
fact, th is  recuperative function is  part of what en l ivens a n d  i nvig
orates ethn ic  stud ies scho larsh ip :  the possi b i l i t ies of red iscover
i ng what has been forgotten .  

2 .  The second imp l i cation o f  pendu l u m  chronology for 
American ethn i c  l iterary stud ies i s  a ho l i st ic v iew of texts and 
scho larsh ip, tak ing both "success" and "error" i nto account. 

As I have argued, pendu l um  ch rono logy operates on a 
Fanon ian d ia lectic, refus ing a Hege l ian end to the synthesis of 
thes is and antithes is .  Tak ing the Mu 'tafi kah chapter of Mumbo 
Jumb o  as a case study wi l l  i l l ustrate what I mean here. If  there 
i s  a m istake that the Mu'tafi kah chapter makes, i t  i s  in i ts gender 
dynam ics, exemp l if ied i n  the Mu 'tafi kah coa l i t i o n .  The 
Mu'tafi kah chapter focuses on the "actions" and d ia logue of the 
Mu 'tafi kah 's male membersh ip, but there i s  a br ief mention of the 
"women Mu'tafi kah ."39 The "m i stake" that I refer to here i s  that 
add i ng "women" as an adjective here i s  sexist, akin to a " lady 
doctor." Thus i t  i s  easy to forget that the Mu'tafi kah was com-
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pri sed of women as wel l  as men.  Such a "m i stake" perhaps 
reflects the l i m ited ro les and choices that women of co lor  often 
faced i n  cu l tura l  nationa l i st and fem i n ist movements,40 and 
remarks on how these women were often asked to choose 
between the i r  race and the i r  gender. By exam in i ng one of the 
nove l 's "errors," I employ a postpos it ivist rea l i st conception of 
"error." Th i s  U .S . -based coa l it ion of scho lars in m i nor ity stud ies 
argue for reexam in i ng the re l ationsh i ps between "persona l  expe
r ience, soc ia l  mean i ngs, and cu ltu ra l  identity"4Li n academic  
debates. B riefly, they pos i t  a form of  knowledge-maki ng that 
a l l ows epistemo logies of cu l tu ra l  identit ies to change, "based on 
new or re levant i nformation ."42 As a resu l t  of th i s  pedagogica l  
process, l i teratu re can be both based i n  the context of i ts h i stor
i ca l  production and as theory open for revis ion and i nterpreta
ti on .  Postposit ivist rea l i st theori sts a l so p l ace va l ue on the room 
for error in i nte l lectua l  i nqu i ry. As ph i l osopher Caro l i ne  Hau 
ma i nta i ns, 

Taki ng error serious ly i mp l ies that when we reposit ion 
the issue of error and mystifi cation with i n  the frame
work of theory-mediated knowledge, we necessari ly  
sh ift the debate about the status of  error away from a 
consideration of error per se . . .  to a cons ideration of the 
uses of error . . . .  Bei ng wrong even in the most impor
tant way does not mean that one's j udgment cannot i n  
other cases b e  re l atively  re l i ab le  i n  referri ng to facts 
about the wor ld .43 

For Hau teach i ng and l earn i ng from others i nvo lves carefu l d i s
section of the i r  wor ldv iews, rather abso l ute d ism issal of a prob
lematic epistemology-i n short, the pedagogica l uses of error 
cannot be underesti mated . Ins isti ng on the usefu l ness of error 
means that error can generate constructive action rather than 
i nv ite attack. Us i ng error a l so generates the poss ib i l i ty for l i terary 
cr itic i sm that need not be destructive ly antagon ist ic. We m ight 
see th is as m istaken, but we carefu l ly ask how it  m ight be m is
taken, l eav ing our  own hermeneutics open for revis ion in the 
process. In short, though Mumbo Jumbo might be "wrong" in its 
representat ion of the Mu'tafi kah 's gender dynamics (and even 
th is statement must be subject to carefu l scruti ny), th is  error does 
not mean that Mumbo Jumbo might not be re l i ab le i n  other 
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cases, such as Western c iv i l ization 's strugg le  to ma i nta i n  hege
mony. 

Pendu l u m  ch rono logy re l ies on both "fa i l u re" and "suc
cess," a l l owing for more ba lanced readi ngs of American ethn ic  
l iteratu res . Thus i t  i s  on ly  appropr iate to  move to  the "success" of 
the Mu'tafi kah chapter, focus ing on its success i n  portray ing 
coa l ition .  Perhaps su rpr is i ngly, the Mu'tafi kah, l i ke other "th i rd 
wor ld coa l it ions" of the 1 960s, i s  not a coa l it ion based on iden
tity pol it ics. Though contemporary cr it ics often accuse mu l ticu l 
tu ra l i sm of  s l avish fidel ity to  a po l i t ics based on i dentity,44 the 
Mu'tafi kah is  i nstead, in George L ips i tz's famous words, "an 
identity based on po l i ti cs ."45 The Eu ropean branch of the 
Mu'tafi kah i nc l udes (but i s  not l i m ited to) wh ite members. It 
i nc l udes women as wel l  as men, wh ite members as wel l as stu
dents of color, and crosses nationa l  boundar ies .  As l i tera ry cr it ic 
Reg ina ld Marti n poi nts out, "The Aton i st order does not s i mp ly 
war aga i nst non-wh ites and non-Chr istians .  I t  i s  equa l ly i nto ler
ant of wh ites who wi l l  not fo l low the Aton ist path . . . .  Thor 
Wintergreen, a wh ite member of the Mu'tafi kah . . . .  i s  ki l l ed by 
another wh ite [because he] was audacious enough to s ide with 
those of d ifferent ethn i c  backgrounds ."46 For my pu rposes here, 
Reed's portraya l of coa l i t ion imp l ies that m u lt icu ltu ra l  coa l it ions 
have not a lways been, and are not a lways cu rrently, based on 
essentia l i st identity pol i tics .  Anti - rac ist work here i s  not on ly  for 
people  of co lor. 

It is a l so notab le  that the Mu'tafi kah are what m ight now be 
ca l l ed a transnationa l  coa l it ion-though du ring the l ate 1 960s th is 
wou ld  have been ca l l ed "th i rd wor ld ." In Mumbo Jumbo there 
are at least fou r  branches of the Mu'tafi kah :  Afr ican, Eu ropean, 
North American and South AmericanY Such a transnationa l  
connection suggests a debt that cu rrent transnationa l  thought 
owes to the "th i rd wor ld" movement of the 1 960s. That i s, ear l i 
er transnationa l  stra i ns of  the "th i rd wor ld" movement shou l d  be 
acknowledged before we d i scount the "th i rd worl d  movement" 
as cu l tu ra l  nationa l i sts . Among cr it ics on the Left, it i s  now fash
ionable to cr itique m u lticu l tura l i sm, without engag ing the variety 
of practices with i n  m u l ticu l tu ra l i sm.48 

Perhaps most i mportant ly the composit ion and pol i t ics of 
Reed's mu l ticu l tu ra l  Mu 'tafi kah suggests that there a re and have 
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been var iet ies of mu l ticu ltura l i sm.  The Mu'tafi kah is mu lt i rac ia l ;  
i t  i s  a coa l i t ion of  identity based on po l i tics, and i t  i s  transna
t iona l .  Rather than portray ing coa l i t ion as a "we a l l  get a long" 
space, Mumbo Jumbo a l so pays attention to the difficu l ties of 
coa l i t ion pol it ics, as exempl ified by Fuentes, Ye l low Jack, and 
Berbe l ang's fight l ater i n  the chapter. If th is  mu lt icu l tu ra l  coa l i 
t ion  conta ins  e lements that progressive th i nkers now va l ue, it i s  
a variety of  mu lticu l tu ra l ism that shou ld  not  be so eas i l y  d i s
m i ssed now. To put i t  another way, I argue that b lanket cr iti ques 
of m u l ticu l tura l i sm do not a lways serve anti - racist projects, and 
agree with American stud ies scho la rs such as George L ips i tz49 
and Pau la  MoyaSO who argue that such d ism issa l s  are prematu re. 
Even though sympathetic cr it ics (such as the contr ibutors to the 
i mportant antho logy Mapping Multiculturalism [ 1 996] ) offer 
i mportant and i nc i s ive cr itiques of mu l ticu l tu ra l i sm, I must 
respectfu l ly offer a poststructu ra l i st cr itique of the antho logy's 
t i t le .  The editors of th i s  antho logy, by t it l i ng  it Mapping 
Multiculturalism, pos it  mu l ticu l tu ra l i sm as one concept and one 
movement, rather than presenti ng m u l ticu l tu ra l ism as a series of 
movements and practices. Yet in add it ion to nove l i sts l i ke Reed, 
progress ive scho lars such as David Pa lumbo-L iu  have offered us 
other var iet ies of mu lticu l tu ra l ism; Pa l umbo-L i u 's i ntroduction to 
The Ethnic Canon offers us a "crit i ca l  mu l ticu ltura l i sm," " [one 
that] exp lores the fi ssu res, tens ions, and sometimes contradicto
ry demands of mu lti p le  cu l tu res, rather than (on ly) ce lebrati ng 
the p l u ra l i ty of cu l tu res by pass i ng th rough them appreciative
ly."S '  Though it remains to be seen if ethn ic  stud ies can accept 
the cha l l enge of a cr it ical mu lticu l tu ra l i sm, I contend that such a 
step i s  necessary before d iscounti ng mu lt icu ltu ra l  d i scou rses 
a l together. Going fu rther, I wou ld  l i ke to suggest that not a l l  work 
that ca l l s i tse lf "mu l ticu l tu ra l "  i ns ists on such a separat ion of cu l 
tures. As Mumbo Jumbo a l so i l l ustrates, there have been and  are 
var ieties of m u lticu ltu ra l i sm that perform th is k ind of work, d i ffi
cu l t  and fraught as i t  may be. 

As one way to accept Pa lumbo-L iu 's cha l lenge, I offer the 
strategy of read i ng and teach ing of American ethn i c  l i teratu res as 
"dynamica l l y  mu lt i rac i a l ."s2 I borrow th i s  term from Rona ld  
Takaki ,  who presc iently co ined it i n  the preface to h i s  mu lti rac ia l  
study Iron Cages ( 1 976) :  
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L ike many other scho lars, I had parce led out wh ite atti
tudes toward d i fferent rac ia l  groups a lmost as if there 
were no important s im i l ar i ties as we l l  as d ifferences i n  
the ways wh ites i maged and treated them.  Yet I knew 
that the rea l i ty of wh ite America's experience was 
dynam ica l ly m u lti rac ia l .53 
Takaki i s  referr ing to the dangerous tunne l  v is ion of ethn ic  

stud ies scho la rsh ip :  the  tendency to  rema in  with i n  one rac i a l i zed 
cub ic le  of study. Here I expand the scope of Takaki 's term : it i s  
not so le ly wh ite America's experience that i s  "dynamica l ly mu l 
ti rac ia l ," bu t  a l l  o f  America's experience. Takaki 's exp lorations of 
"s im i la r it ies as wel l as d i fferences" i nd i rect ly provides usefu l 
groundwork for cu l tu ra l  h i stor ian Vijay Prashad's l ater in terrac ia l  
study, Everybody was Kung-Fu Fighting: Afro-Asian Connections 
and the Myth of Cultural Purity (200 1 ) .  I n  Prashad's important 
study, he rejects the term "mu lt icu l tura l i sm" in favor of h i stor ian 
Rob in  Ke l l ey's "polycu ltura l i sm ."54 Centra l to Prashad's cr i t ique 
of mu l ticu l tura l i sm i s  the fixed and separate natu re of cu l tures 
i nherent in mu lt icu l tu ra l  parad igms. Yet Prashad's own Preface 
echoes, perhaps unconsc ious ly, Takak i 's m iss ion/mandate: "The 
task of the h i stor ian i s  not to carve out the l i neages but to make 
sense of how peop le l ive cu l tu ra l ly dynam ic  l ives ."55 What is  
remarkable about both h i stor ians' stud ies i s  the i r  dynamic  sense 
of mu lti rac ia l  i mbrication .  Read ing Takaki and Prashad together, 
as I have done br iefly here, offers one model of d ia lectic scho l 
arsh ip  based on pendu l u m  ch rono logy. Look ing back to past 
scho larsh ip  and ahead to current scho larsh ip, I am ab le  to sug
gest d i rect ions for futu re scho la rsh ip .  

L i ke Takaki  and Prashad, I argue that we shou ld  teach rac ia l 
ization i nterrac ia l ly: that i s ,  teach race as  i n terdependently and 
m u lti d i rectiona l ly  formed, wh ich var ies over t ime.  I n  short, eth
n i c  stud ies scho larsh ip  such as recent stud ies of Afr ican/As ian 
connections is  moving towards a comparative model ;  th i s  move 
to the comparative has its roots i n  earl ier "mu lticu ltu ra l "  scho l 
a rsh i p, 56 emphas i z i ng that the  pendu l u m  can a l so swing  
between h i stor ies o f  rac ia l i zed m i norit ies. Read i ng Mumbo 
Jumbo in terms of pendu l u m  ch rono logy rem i nds us of the i nter
twi ned h i stor ies of Wh ites and peop le of co lor; i t  i s  not relevant 
sole ly for African American stud ies, but American stud ies and 
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American ethn i c  stud ies as wel l .  By broaden i ng the re l evant 
scope of Mumbo jumbo, I do not i ntend to suggest that the nove l 
shou ld  not be stud ied with i n  the context of Afr ican American 
stud ies .  Rather, I suggest that the nove l 's sections on the 
Mu'tafi kah m ight be taught as part of an Asian American stud ies 
cou rse, for example .  Th i s  is one way that we m ight read various 
rac i a l i zations ( i nc lud ing B lackness, Whiteness, As ian-ness, for 
examp le) and thei r imbrications.57 

3 .  Pendu l u m  chrono logy i nc l udes the trave l of l i teratu re. 
Scho la rs of American ethn i c  l i teratu re must remember that with
out action, there i s  no pendu l um .  

L i teratu re trave l s  between what is  and  what m ight be, and  i n  
that traversa l  i t  sometimes makes m i stakes, givi ng u s  time and 
space to rea l ize that we make m i stakes .  A pendu l u m  does not 
and shou ld  not rest because, as Reed's novel poi nts up, "What 
goes around wi l l  come around." Thus scho lars of American eth
n i c  stud ies must ta l k  to each other and to others who do ident i
ty-based work in the academy, such as scho l ars in women/gen
der  stud ies .  U nder an anti -affi rmative action White House 
adm i n istration, it is abundantly c lear to progress ive th i n kers that 
mu lt i rac ia l  coa l it ions matter, or, as George L ips i tz puts i t, 
" i nterethn i c  anti - racism" matters .58 Dur ing th is adm i n istration 's 
"War on Terror," the term "coa l ition" has come to s ign ify a group 
of  nations at  war. "Coa l i t ion" a lso has  deep s ign ifi cance for pro
gress ive grassroots organ izations. L i teratu re theorizes mu lt i rac i a l  
coa l i t ion by  descr ib ing i t, representi ng i t, bu t  a l so by  tak ing fic
tiona l  l i cense and sign ify ing on what mu l ti racia l  coa l i t ion m ight 
be. As an example, though much of the cu rrent scho larsh i p  on 
Afro-As ian connections i s  h i storica l ,  scho lars seeking coa l i t ion 
m ust marsha l  a l l  the resou rces poss ib le  i n  order to do coa l i t ion 
work. 

"Part of the rac ia l  prob lem today," L i ps itz argues, "is a 
knowledge prob lem ."59 Some of th is  u rgent coa l i t ion work can 
and must take p lace in the c lassroom .  Scho l ars of American eth
n i c  stud ies must look m u lt id i rectiona l ly, us i ng not on ly  past 
model s  of coa l i t ion but theor iz ing futu re mode ls  of coa l ition .  As 
Reed's novel shows us, we must look backward and forward to 
understand how coa l i t ions have worked and can work, under
standi ng that we need not re i nvent the wheel of coa l it ion work 
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every time the need for coa l i t ion ar ises. We must use as many 
lenses for coa l i t ion as we can : using not on ly  h i stor ica l  but l i ter
ary models  of coa l i tion .  As books l i ke Mumbo Jumbo and h is
tor ians l i ke Gary Oki h i ro propose, 60 mu lt i rac ia l  coa l i t ions have 
existed, and probably for l onger than we know. If, as Mumbo 
Jumbo contends, "Time is  a pendu l um"  and "Not a river," those 
who work in the coa l it ions of American eth n ic stud ies must be 
aware of the pendu l um- l i ke motions such as pol it i cs, rather than 
a un id i rectiona l  motion .  The danger for us, as for the pendu l um, 
is i naction .  

The pol i t ica l pendu l u m  i ns i sts that we need broader ways to 
th i n k  about and to work i n  m u lti rac ia l  coa l i t ions.  Scho la rs of 
American ethn ic  stud ies must, i n  Jacqu i  A lexander's words, 
"become fl uent in each other's stor ies ."61 
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NOTES 
1 I shmael Reed, Mumbo Jumbo (New York: Scri bner, 1 9 72),  2 1 8, orig
i na l  ital ics .  

2 Ib id . ,  2 1 8 . For an extended read i ng of the i ta l i c i zed fi na l  l i nes, see 
Shadle (2 6) .  W h i l e  Shadle emphas izes the screenplay aspect of these 
l i nes, I take them as another aspect of the nove l 's p lay with ch ronolo
gy. 

3 Ib id . ,  2 1  8 .  

4 Theodore o. Maso n .  "Performance, H istory, and Myth : The P roblem 
of Ish mael Reed's Mumbo Jumbo." Modern Fiction Studies 3 4, no. 1 
( 1 988) :  1 00 

5 H e n ry Lou i s  Gates, J r. 'l ithe B l ackness of B l ackness" : A Crit ique of the 
S ign and the S ign ifyi ng Mon key." In Studies in Black American 
Literature, ed. Joe Weis lmann et a l .  (G reenwood, FL :  Pen kevi l l ), 1 984, 
1 63 ,  orig. ita l i cs. 

6 Ishmael Reed, i nterv iew by [NAME] , in Conversations with Ishmael 
Reed, eds. B ruce Dick and Amritj it S i ngh, (Jackson :  U n iversity of 
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Miss iss ippi  Press, 1 995), 60.  
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