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Introduction

Since post-colonial studies took the academic world by storm in the late
1980s, it has proven to be one of the most diverse and contentious fields
in literary and cultural studies, a field of apparently endless argument
and debate. On one hand the very term ‘colonialism’ seems anachron-
istic, a fixation on a period of European imperial power that climaxed in
the nineteenth century, but is now long past. On the other, post-colonial
theory has been accused of being the latest master narrative, the explana-
tion of all forms of oppression. In some ways the term ‘post-colonial
futures’ embodies the paradox we find in this polarization of attitudes:
Doesn’t the very idea of the post-colonial valorize the colonial domin-
ance of Europe in the last two centuries? Doesn’t it construct the cultural
productions of formerly colonized and now ‘neo-colonized’ states as
reactive rather than proactive? Doesn’t it lock the resistance of post-
colonized societies into a ‘prison of protest’ (Dash, 1974: 58)?

The answer to these questions hinges on how we understand the term
‘resistance’. If we see resistance to imperial hegemony as simply opposi-
tional, a collection of strategies by which colonized societies have reacted
to European power, then those societies cannot be extricated from a
position of unalleviated subservience; but this view of resistance has
been more often a function of political rhetoric than cultural practice.
When we examine the responses of colonized societies to the discourses
that have inscribed them and regulated their global reality, we see that
their dominant mode has been transformation. It is transformation that
gives these societies control over their future. Transformation describes
the ways in which colonized societies have taken dominant discourses,
transformed them and used them in the service of their own self-
empowerment. More fascinating, perhaps, post-colonial transformation
describes the ways in which dominated and colonized societies have
transformed the very nature of the cultural power that has dominated
them. This is nowhere more obvious than in literary and other repres-
entational arts, but it remains a strategic feature of all cultural practice.
This is why cultural influence circulates, rather than moves in a straight
line ‘downward’ from the dominant to the dominated.

It is the profound consequences of this process, the transformation of
colonial cultures as well as the more subtle capacity to transform those
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discourses that seem to disempower them, that gives the concept ‘post-
colonial futures’ its potency, for such futures are ultimately global.
‘Circulation’ describes not only the complex relationship between colon-
ies and their European centres, but reveals why a phenomenon such as
‘global culture’ can exist at all. The strategies by which colonized
societies have appropriated dominant technologies and discourses and
used them in projects of self-representation is a model for the ways in
which local communities everywhere engage global culture itself. This is
because post-colonial transformation has involved a confrontation with
the most powerful discourses of modernity. Apart from colonial
languages, and the powerful discourses of history, geography and the
whole range of disciplines that arose in European intellectual life in the
nineteenth century, colonized people have subverted the tropes by which
they have habitually been marginalized, and, ultimately, have perman-
ently influenced even the educational disciplines by which those tropes
were perpetuated.

The central strategy in transformations of colonial culture is the
seizing of self-representation. Underlying all economic, political and
social resistance is the struggle over representation that occurs in
language, writing and other forms of cultural production. Representation
can be defined as the process of giving concrete form to ideological
concepts, and its importance in political projects of self-determination
cannot be overestimated, because it involves the entire fabric of cultural
life and the sense of identity that is inextricably woven into that fabric.
This explains why so many post-colonial intellectuals have advocated a
wholesale rejection of dominant discourses, languages and technologies
as the only way to ‘decolonise the mind’ (Ngugi, 1981). However, any
observation of everyday practice demonstrates that post-colonial futures
lie in the adaptation of those discourses and technologies to local needs.
In their endless inventiveness and adaptability, this appears to be what
human communities do best. More importantly, perhaps, the post-
colonial example becomes a powerful model for this process because the
transformation of colonial cultures by local societies has been so
dynamic.

The areas of cultural life in which transformation has had an effect
are almost endlessly diverse. This book is therefore not an attempt to be
comprehensive, but to indicate the range of discourses and practices in
which a specifically ‘post-colonial future” has meaning. The discipline of
‘English’, for instance, was invented as a vehicle of the civilizing mission,
a repository of European, and particularly British, cultural values that
could be effortlessly inculcated into colonial students. In some respects
English symbolizes the hegemonic function of imperial culture, and so
its transformation by post-colonial writers and critics can stand as an
introductory model for the process itself. A subject that was invented to
convey the cultural weight of empire has been transformed by those
very societies to which it was disseminated into a forceful medium of
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self-expression. Because its inherent function as a cultural study has been
appropriated, English will never be the same again.

The prominent function of English studies indicates the extent to
which the British Empire has dominated post-colonial literary and cul-
tural analysis over the last decade. This has led to considerable suspicion
about the field from areas such as Latin America. Because the coloniza-
tion of Latin America is so much more ancient, and the mestizo question
so much more complex than issues of hybridity elsewhere, Latin Amer-
ican scholars have generally rejected post-colonial theory as an
Anglocentric discourse, or at least treated it with great wariness. Chapter
2, ‘Latin America and post-colonial transformation’, demonstrates why
the former Spanish Empire is not only an appropriate site for post-
colonial analysis, but deepens and extends our understanding of many
of the issues that traverse the field. It is precisely because issues of race,
culture and politics in Latin America do not fall into neat categories that
post-colonial analysis can be so fruitful. One kind of post-colonial future
will be characterized by the ‘inclusion of America’ in the analysis of
colonialism’s effects.

Post-colonial scholars have regularly emphasized the significance of
the ‘prehistory’ of nineteenth-century colonialism in the development of
European culture. The emergence of modernity is itself almost indis-
tinguishable from the extension of imperial power. When we examine
the emergence of European society and culture, we see the subtle
development of attitudes which were essential for the self-justificatory
movement of European imperialism. One of the most interesting of these
developments was the emergence of the concept of the child. Chapter 3
‘Primitive and wingless: the colonial subject as child’, examines how the
concept of the child developed in concert with the concept of race, the
two becoming virtually interchangeable in their importance for imperial
discourse. Modern European culture needed to resolve one of the great
contradictions of Western expansion: the contradiction between the
practice of exploitation and abuse, and the ideology of nurture central to
the civilizing mission. The contradictory nature of the child (particularly
in the philosophy of John Locke) who was both unformed, yet ‘in every
way inclined to evil’, established a view of the childlike primitive races
which has continued to the present day.

The transformation of the trope of the child is a powerful indication
of the way in which a post-colonial future can be discursively mapped.
David Malouf’s use of the child figure, in particular, demonstrates how
a metaphor that had been utilized to convey the primitive nature of
colonial subjects can be reshaped into a vision of post-colonial possibility.
In some respects Malouf’s view of what the child might represent is
prophetic. By imagining what post-colonial society might have been, he
conceives, imaginatively, what it might still be. Chapter 4, ‘Childhood
and possibility’, demonstrates the extent to which post-colonial futures
are limited only by the limits of the imagination, revealing why the
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imaginative arts are so formative in post-colonial projects of self-
representation.

Despite the centrality of representation, however, the significance of
post-colonial analysis, indeed that which distinguishes it from postmod-
ern views of discursive change, is its insistence on the importance of the
material realities of post-colonial life. The story of the extraordinary rise
to prominence of tropical sugar, both in the economy and the diet of
Britain and ultimately the diet of the world, is a story of economic,
environmental degradation and social devastation for the Caribbean
region. Chapter 5, ‘Sweet futures’, shows how the consequences of the
sugar industry, in the cultural impact of West Indian societies upon the
world, is a resonant demonstration of the link between the material and
the discursive in the process of post-colonial transformation. Out of the
ruins caused by that European obsession with sugar, an obsession that
had extraordinarily damaging effects on tropical plantation colonies,
arose a culture so dynamic that it had an unparalleled place in global
culture.

One of the most exciting transformations effected by Caribbean societ-
ies has been upon the English language itself, but the capacity of the
colonial subject to transform imperial discourse still remains a conten-
tious issue. That earliest of representations of the Caribbean subject — the
monster Caliban in Shakespeare’s The Tempest — symbolizes this struggle.
Caliban’s retort to Prospero, “You taught me your language and my
profit on’t is I know how to curse’, is one of the most resonant and
memorable in Shakespeare, and has become a slogan of cultural resist-
ance. Caliban becomes, with this despairing cry, an evocative model of
the post-colonial subject, but is he really imprisoned by language? Can
he do no more than curse? Chapter 6, ‘Caliban’s language’, suggests that
the question of Caliban’s potential use of language, of which the play
makes no mention, opens up possibilities of transformation that Shake-
speare could not have conceived, but which are crucial to our under-
standing of the importance of language to post-colonial resistance.

Since Edward Said’s influential use of Foucault’s notion of discourse
in Orientalism (1978), the theory of discourse has been widely used both
in colonial discourse theory and post-colonial analysis, but just as
significant perhaps has been Said’s subsequent reservation about the
efficacy of discourse for the political programme of post-colonial resist-
ance. Chapter 7, ‘Fractured paradigms: the fragility of discourse’ and
Chapter 8, ‘Post-colonial excess and colonial transformation’, examine,
in very different ways, the limits of discursive control and the agency of
the post-colonial subject. ‘Fractured paradigms’ examines the phenom-
enon of the paradigm shift that occurred in science at the turn of the
century with the emergence of quantum mechanics. If we see paradigms
as discourses, we are struck by the fact that the revolutionary view of
material existence embodied in quantum theory failed to affect scientists’
everyday ‘Newtonian’ belief in what they were doing. This demonstrates
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that discourses, although comprehensive in their effects upon individual
subjects, are provisional and negotiable by those same subjects. ‘Post-
colonial excess and colonial transformation’ demonstrates a general
feature of this agency: the capacity of post-colonial subjects, through the
‘excess’ of insistence, supplementarity and horizonality, to exceed the
boundaries of a dominant, imperial discourse. The very existence of
excess suggests the capacity of subjects to engage a dominant discourse
in ways for which Foucault’s theory fails to account.

One of the most powerful of these discourses, the one perhaps most
responsible for European modernity’s construction of ‘world reality’ is
history. The story of the past is critical because it is the story of what is
real and how it is real. History has effected its regulatory function in all
forms of colonial control, and the post-colonial response to history
remains one of the most complex projects of transformation. Whatever
the particular way in which history dominates the local, it is fictional
narrative that provides the most flexible and evocative response, princip-
ally because fiction is best able to reproduce the fundamentally allegori-
cal nature of history itself. Using Edouard Glissant’s notion of a history
as a ‘prophetic vision of the past’, Chapter 9 demonstrates how Peter
Carey’s novel Oscar and Lucinda balances its prophetic vision on an
allegorical journey which depicts the teleological, often visionary, but
deeply contradictory progress of European civilization. The journey of
Oscar’s glass church up the Bellinger River is an allegory of imperial
history itself: the classic journey of civilization into the wild on its
historic mission to bring light into the darkness. By showing how this
ordered movement of history is based on pure chance, the novel trans-
forms and subverts the allegorical narrative of history itself.

The post-colonial disruption of history is much like the postmodern
interrogation of its will to truth. One of the most persistent misconcep-
tions has been that post-colonialism is a version or branch of postmod-
ernism. The postmodern project of deconstructing the master discourses
of the European Enlightenment is much like the post-colonial task of
dismantling the discursive effects of European imperialism. This is
nowhere more elegantly, if mistakenly, proposed than in Linda Hutch-
eon’s suggestion that it is irony, ‘the trope of our times’, that unites these
two discourses. Chapter 10, ‘Irony, allegory and empire: J. M. Coetzee’s
Waiting for the Barbarians and In the Heart of the Country’ analyses these
powerful novels to explicate the history of attitudes to the trope of irony,
and to demonstrate why the counter-discursive strategy of allegory is a
better explanation of the post-colonial programme of Coetzee’s work.
While post-colonialism and postmodernism intersect at many points, the
future of post-colonial analysis will draw further away from
postmodernism.

The dominant themes of this discussion of post-colonial futures are the
counter-discursive agency of post-colonial subjects and the transform-
ative power of post-colonial discourse. The book investigates both the



6 ON POST-COLONIAL FUTURES

material and discursive dimensions of this process. Transformation is
not contrary to resistance, but it reveals that the most effective strategies
of post-colonial resistance have not become bogged down in simple
opposition or futile binarism, but have taken the dominant discourse
and transformed it for purposes of self-empowerment. This is not a
doctrine so much as an observation of the practice of colonial subjects. It
is in this everyday practice that post-colonial futures are created.



CHAPTER 1

The future of English

Post-colonial theory developed in response to the flourishing literatures
written by colonized peoples in colonial languages. The disciplinary
consequences of literary study are therefore of prime importance, and
one of the most interesting post-colonial transformations is that effected
on the discipline from which post-colonial literatures emerged. There is
probably no discipline which shares the peculiar function of English in
the promulgation of imperial culture. History and geography constituted
unparalleled regulatory discourses for the European construction of
world reality in the nineteenth century, but they were widely studied in
all European countries. No other imperial power developed a subject
quite like ‘English’ in its function as a vehicle of cultural hegemony, and
no subject gained the prestige that English achieved in the curriculum of
the British Empire. The effect of post-colonial literatures upon English,
therefore, offers a significant model for post-colonial engagements with
imperial power, and, consequently, for the concept of a post-colonial
future.

For a subject with such a powerful function in the cultural dominance
of empire, English is remarkably recent. A little over a hundred years
ago a Jewish medievalist was appointed the first English lecturer at
Cambridge University. Two years before, the English school had been
established at Oxford, although it was not until 1917 that the first Oxford
Chair of English placed the imprimatur on a discipline which had gained
a strategic authority, as we shall see, in the cultural dominance of the
British Empire. The discipline of English is extremely recent, but for all
its centrality in the Empire’s system of education, for all its rapidly
developed cultural authority, it may also be relatively short-lived.

Why does a subject, which has performed such a central function in the
discursive and hegemonic dominance of empire, have such an uncertain
future? Why is a subject, which has inscribed not only the professional
identities of generations of scholars and teachers, but the cultural identity,
the cultural aspiration of a very large part of the globe, possibly doomed
to extinction? The answer of course lies in its origin and the very nature
of its power. The unravelling of English has been occurring for quite some
time on two fronts: first, the Arnoldian idea of culture on which the
discipline is based is being replaced by a broader sense of cultural
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textuality, a breaking down of the distinction between ‘high and popular’
in cultural analysis; second, the monolithic unity of aesthetic and cultural
assumptions which has provided its canonical authority has been chal-
lenged by the vast array of post-colonial literatures in English that have
emerged as a direct result of cultural colonization. These two develop-
ments have been firmly deployed in the last ten years or so around the
discourses of cultural studies and post-colonial studies, and I want to
propose that not only do the interests of post-colonialism and the emerg-
ing discipline of cultural studies converge, but they have been linked from
the very beginning of the study of ‘English’.

When we examine the surprisingly recent development of this field
called English literature we discover how firmly it is rooted in the
cultural relationships established by British imperialism. Not only is the
very idea of ‘culture’ a result of the European political subjugation of the
rest of the world, but the construction of Europe itself is inextricably
bound up with the historical reality of colonialism and the almost total
invisibility of the colonized peoples to European art and philosophy.
Why, we might ask, did cultural studies emerge out of English depart-
ments, of all places? Quite simply, the discipline of English was con-
ceived, initiated and implemented as a programme of cultural study.
Virtually from its inception, it existed as a promotion of English national
culture under the guise of the advancement of civilization. Most histories
of cultural studies focus on the work of Richard Hoggart, Raymond
Williams and E. P. Thompson in the 1950s and 1960s, and the establish-
ment of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
1964, but, in fact, the founding document of ‘cultural studies’ is Lord
Macaulay’s Minute to Parliament in 1835.

This document, as Gauri Viswanathan explains, signified the rise to
prominence of the Anglicists over the Orientalists in the British admin-
istration of India. The Charter Act of 1813, devolving responsibility for
Indian education on the colonial administration, led to a struggle
between the two approaches, ultimately resolved by Macaulay’s Minute,
in which we find not just the assumptions of the Anglicists, but the
profoundly universalist assumptions of English national culture itself.
‘We must educate a people who cannot at present be educated by means
of their mother-tongue,” says Macaulay, with breathtaking confidence:

The claims of our own language it is hardly necessary to recapitulate.
It stands pre-eminent even among the languages of the west. It
abounds with works of imagination not inferior to the noblest which
Greece has bequeathed to us; with models of every species of eloquence

. with the most profound speculation on metaphysics, morals,
government, jurisprudence, and trade.... Whoever knows that
language has ready access to all the vast intellectual wealth which all
the wisest nations of earth have created and hoarded in the course of
ninety generations. (1835: 349-50)
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The advancement of any colonized people could only occur, it was
claimed, under the auspices of English language and culture, and it was
on English literature that the burden of imparting civilized values was
to rest. It worked so well as a form of cultural studies because ‘the
strategy of locating authority in the texts of English literature all but
effaced the sordid history of colonialist expropriation, material exploita-
tion and class and race oppression behind European world dominance’
(Viswanathan, 1987: 22). English literature ‘functioned as a surrogate
Englishman in his highest and most perfect state’ (ibid.: 23). One could
add that without the profoundly universalist assumptions of English
literature and the dissemination of these through education, colonial
administrations would not have been able to invoke such widespread
complicity with imperial culture (see Said, 1993).

Consequently, English literature became a prominent agent of colonial
control; indeed, it can be said that English literary study really began in
earnest once its function as a discipline of cultural studies had been
established, and its ability to ‘civilize” the lower classes had thus been
triumphantly revealed. To locate the beginning of English at the moment
of Macaulay’s Minute is to some extent to display the provisionality of
beginnings, for this beginning is preceded by a significant prehistory in
the emergence of Rhetoric and Belles Lettres in Scotland and the teaching
of literature in the dissenting academies. The explicit cultural imperial-
ism of English is preceded by a different cultural movement issuing from
the desire, in Scottish cultural life of the eighteenth century, for ‘improve-
ment’, the desire for a civilizing purgation of the language and culture,
a removal of barbaric Scottishisms and a cultivation of a ‘British’ intellec-
tual purity (Crawford, 1992).

This movement within Scotland towards improvement and civiliza-
tion which led to the birth of the subject we now call ‘English’ is very
different from that movement initiated by Macaulay’s Minute which
actively propagated English throughout the Empire. However, the two
movements reflect a dynamic that has continued in the post-colonial
world to the present day. This Scottish movement of improvement and
purification is centripetal, self-directed, focused on the centre as object;
the movement initiated by Macaulay is centrifugal, outward-moving,
enfolding, seeing the centre as subject.

English literature is the direct result of the historical confluence of
these centripetal and centrifugal movements which resulted in the insti-
tutionalization of ‘English’, but the Scottish example reveals that the
operation of imperial power is far more complex and circulatory than
we might assume. We are used to seeing the course of empire as
centrifugal, outward-moving, imposing cultural values through a dom-
ination of cultural institutions and a coercion effected through cultural
discourse. However, we overlook the fact that the continual centripetal
movement towards improvement, betterment and self-creation, towards
a ‘proper language’, a ‘global economy’, ‘international standards’ — the



10 ON POST-COLONIAL FUTURES

cultural identification initiated by the colonized themselves — is a much more
pervasive operation of hegemonic affiliation. The further complication is
that each of these processes of cultural circulation generates its own
forms of resistance, but as a focus of desire, English literature operated
as a very dense and overdetermined site for both these movements of
cultural identification. Scotland and India model two processes of
hegemony which continue to operate in the post-colonial world to the
present day, confirming English literature as the embodiment of univer-
sal, transcendent values, the site of an aesthetic prominence, and the
object of cultural desire.

The ideological function of English can be seen to be repeated in all
post-colonial societies, in very different pedagogic situations. Literature,
by definition, excluded local writing. The matter was put succinctly by
Edmund Gosse commenting on Robert Louis Stevenson’s return to
Samoa. ‘The fact seems to be that it is very nice to live in Samoa, but not
healthy to write there. Within a three-mile radius of Charing Cross is the
literary atmosphere, I suspect’ (Gosse, 1891: 375). George Lamming talks
about the effect of this in his essay ‘The occasion for speaking’ in which
he says that the recognition in America and the considerable financial
rewards this brought his writing were of little consequence compared to
the recognition by the literary establishment in London (1960: 26). The
idea of literary value, so important to the ideological function of liter-
ature, involved a relentlessly centripetal cultural momentum towards the
centre of empire.

The conviction of literature’s efficacy in imparting culture to its
readers found its most influential voice in Matthew Arnold, whose book
Culture and Anarchy (1869) was concerned with the growth of philistine
culture which appeared to be accelerating with the spread of literacy
and democracy, thus eroding the separation between the ‘cultured’ and
the masses. State sponsorship of education was to be the mechanism by
which culture could be preserved and extended to resist the descent
towards an increasingly mechanical and materialist civilization. The
‘civilizing’ function of the study of literature was now harnessed in
earnest to preserve English national culture in Britain. The link between
the idea of ‘civilization’, the ideal of a unitary English national culture,
and the prestige of antiquity became focused in the discipline of English,
in which an arbitrary and ostensively indicated set of cultural and
aesthetic values were held to be universal.

Clearly the prestige of English goes hand in hand with a particular
view of culture — a particular form of culturalism. This is one, as
Raymond Williams elaborates, in which ‘culture’ is regarded as ‘art’
rather than a ‘way of life’. So, as a form of cultural studies, the discipline
of English, the repository of civilized and universal values, depends
heavily on the interpretation of ‘culture’ and value which Arnold for-
mulated. However, the force and tenacity of Amold’s influence lies in
the fact that he created a vocabulary of criticism which entered the
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language and even today manages to take a firm hold of cultural
discourse. This is why in Australia in the 1980s a professor of the history
of ideas, Eugene Kamenka, could say, quite unselfconsciously,

Culture rests on the motto that nothing human is alien to me; it thrives
on admiration for and emulation of, the best that has been thought and
said, felt and done anywhere. ... For culture is not only firmly inter-
national in its nature and effects, it makes people and peoples ‘tran-
scend’ themselves and their seemingly narrow, time and space-bound
capacities. (Kamenka, 1984: 1)

It would be hard to find a more succinct recapitulation of the Arnoldian
myth of culture. This essay, so resonantly couched in Arnoldian vocabu-
lary, demonstrates, a century and a half later, the stunning success of the
project of cultural studies initiated by Macaulay’s Minute. Culture ele-
vates, it is universal, trans-human, unassailable. The cultures of the
Nigerian, the Sri Lankan, the Barbadian (or indeed the Canadian or
Australian) are excluded by virtue of their very non-universality.

The conflation of the ‘best cultural values that civilization has to offer’
and English literature (i.e. the ‘culture and civilization’ form of cultural-
ism) is present from Macaulay through Arnold, but it is in the Newbolt
Report that it becomes an issue of national policy. From a post-World
War I fear, among other things, of the power of Teutonic scholarship,
and particularly of its tradition of philology, Henry Newbolt was com-
missioned in 1919 to conduct an enquiry into the state of English. The
report, published in 1921 as The Teaching of English in England, became a
best-seller, and established the study of English literature firmly at the
centre of the English and colonial education systems. The language of
the report and its pedagogic assumptions make it clear from which
springs it drew ideological sustenance.

what we are looking for now is not merely a means of education, one
chamber in the structure which we are hoping to rebuild, but the true
starting point and foundation from which all the rest must spring
(Great Britain, 1921: 14)

If we use English literature as a means of contact with great minds, a
channel by which to draw upon their experience with profit and
delight, and a bond of sympathy between the members of a human
society, we shall succeed, as the best teachers of the Classics have often
succeeded in their more limited field. (ibid.: 15)

Ian Hunter has suggested that English was not so much a means of
ideological control as a moral technology (1988: 723-4), something we
find emphasized in this report, but in practice the moral technology was
heavily in the service of ideology. The moral dominance of English thus
so powerfully confirmed in the 1920s provided a fertile ground for the
influential culturalism of F. R. Leavis. If we can characterize English
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culturalism as an emerging struggle between two definitions of culture
(which Raymond Williams terms ‘art’ or ‘way of life’), we find it most
acutely expressed in Leavis. For him, a common culture, that of the pre-
industrial organic community, and its continuing echo in the legacy of
the English language, becomes pitted against modern industrial civiliza-
tion both in its capitalist and communist forms. In Leavis’ programme
the literary intelligentsia were to be mobilized against philistine modern-
ity, calling into their service the universal cultural values embodied in
English.

The 1930s and 1940s became a watershed in this struggle between
high and popular culture, largely due to the increasing cultural domin-
ance of America. It is commonplace these days to cast Leavis in the role
of villain, but in terms of the cultural struggle being engaged in over
English his position was extremely complex. Macaulay had already
initiated the link between ‘high’ culture and the English tradition by
grandly announcing the roots of English literature as somehow extend-
ing back to Classical times, but in Leavis the defence of the unified pre-
industrial English became a defence of high culture against (largely
American) popular culture. F. R. Leavis and Denys Thompson’s Culture
and Environment in 1933 and Q. D. Leavis’ Fiction and the Reading Public
in 1932 represented major assaults by the Scrutiny school. In essence
Leavis voices a cultural struggle between two imperial powers, and
while America gained control over popular culture (to the extent that it
could be said that the mass culture of the world today is American
popular culture), Europe, and in English-speaking colonies, England,
maintained firm control over high culture.

In some respects Leavis’ battle reflects the predicament of decoloniz-
ing countries trying to carve a cultural space for themselves against an
overwhelming imperial presence. The difference was that the long his-
tory of cultural study in Britain and the shared dominance of European
philosophical and cultural values meant that it operated from a position
of power. The armory in the battle consisted of weapons from the
Arnoldian vocabulary: mass culture versus culture, the shallow versus
the deep, the popular versus the timeless, the local versus the universal.
If the world could not resist the dominance of American popular culture,
the Arnoldian view of high culture still holds sway at a level almost too
deep to be expunged. Ironically, the manifestly culturalist operation of
English studies throughout the Empire generated a sense of local writing
in the colonies that was as densely culturally grounded. Indeed, this
cultural localism was the repeated cause of the exclusion of local writing
from English literature. Consequently, the very success of the ideological
project of English literature, the success of its function as a moral
technology, the success of its embodiment of the rhetoric of empire, is
the source of its probable undoing.

From this watershed period the programme of English cultural studies
embodied in English takes two directions: literary criticism becomes
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dominated by New Criticism, which, although it has its roots in Rich-
ards’ practical criticism, is in fact an American-inspired interpretive
method by which imperial or English national cultural values are
expunged from the reading of texts. Richards’ scientific and psycho-
logical reading experiments, because they failed to produce a coherent
methodology or school, became marooned in English cultural history.
Nevertheless, his psychologistic view of the practice of criticism became
the intellectual energy behind the division of English into cultural studies
and new criticism.

New Criticism, of course, builds upon Richards’ scientism and Leav-
isite textual analysis to confirm literature as a discrete discourse devoid
of even the cultural implications of traditional historical scholarship.
Most curiously, it serves to confirm the imperialist notion of literature
because it elides the cultural differences between texts. A form of
criticism that can be said to have had a post-colonial impetus! ended up
with a strongly canonical effect. In a sense the door clanged shut on the
culturalist dimension of literary studies with the advent of this meticu-
lous and text-absorbed methodology. Whatever our view of Leavis, there
is no questioning the fact that he took the culturalist dimension of
English seriously. For the Scrutiny school, what people read was intim-
ately bound up with the rest of their cultural experience.

New Criticism did not affect canonical notions since it could simply
be performed on all the usual texts, as could deconstruction which
followed it in the 1970s.2 It did in fact confirm canonical notions of value
because great texts were those which offered themselves to extensive
textual analysis.?> As far as academic literary criticism was concerned, the
catastrophic consequences of New Criticism, and its heir deconstruction,
were that literary theory and literary criticism, as practised in the
academy, ‘for the most part isolated textuality from the circumstances,
the events, the physical senses that made it possible and render it
intelligible as the result of human work’ (Said, 1983: 4). These apparently
radical methodologies served increasingly to cut off the literary text from
cultural considerations over the next thirty years. Their inevitable conse-
quence has been to confirm that literature, as an example of something
called ‘high culture’, is marginal to the everyday concerns of society.

While new criticism quickly rose to prominence in America during
this time, the struggle over the interpretation of culture remained unre-
solved in Britain. The concept of the great tradition remained firmly
entrenched alongside the upstart new criticism due mainly to the resili-
ence of the Arnoldian critical vocabulary and the success of the Newbolt-
inspired placement of English at the centre of the British and colonial
education systems. It was as though the dual character of culture as it
exists in culturalism became divided at this time between the culturalist
contestants. While English remained the repository of high cultural
values, its ‘great’ literature, the very embodiment of the notion of culture
as art, its inability and unwillingness to account for the culture, the way
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of life, of the vast majority of English society, led to the emergence of
British cultural studies in 1957, the founding text of which was Richard
Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (1957), in which we can see the interests of
the ‘culture and civilization’ school of Leavis transforming into the
interests of cultural studies.

Raymond Williams’ publication of Culture and Society in 1958, reveal-
ing, as it does, the link between cultural products and cultural relations,
probably had a more profound influence on the development of British
cultural studies than any other text. Like Hoggart, Williams reveals a
complicated relationship with Leavisism, since he uses literary analysis
which also hinges on a nostalgic feel for the culture being analysed.
However, in Williams the three fundamental questions of cultural stud-
ies come together: What is culture? What is the text? What is the relation
between culture and ideology?

For the first question, Williams gives some impressive definitions:

Culture is ordinary: that is the first fact. Every human society has its
own shape, its own purposes, its own meanings. Every human society
expresses these, in institutions, and in arts and learning. The making
of a society is the finding of common meanings and directions, and its
growth is an active debate and amendment under the pressures of
experience, contact and discovery, writing themselves into the land.
The growing society is there, yet it is also made and remade in every
individual mind. ... A culture has two aspects: the known meanings
and directions, which its members are trained to; the new observations
and meanings, which are offered and tested.... We use the word
culture in these two senses: to mean a whole way of life — the common
meanings; to mean the arts and learning — the special processes of
discovery and creative effort. (1989: 311)

The analysis of culture, then, is the ‘study of relationships between
elements in a whole way of life’, attempting to ‘discover the nature of
the organisation which is the complex of these relationships’ (Williams,
1965: 63). The most crucial aspect of Williams’ analysis, I think, is the
bringing together of the two notions of culture resident in culturalism, a
feature which is not entirely taken up by the developing discipline of
cultural studies, where an interest in the lived cultures of particular
classes was quickly overtaken by an intense interest in the mass media;
but the next two questions did not become theorized until the encounter
between culturalism and structuralism. Nor did this book invoke the
question which has become an energetic one in recent cultural studies
beyond the British model: What are the politics of cultural difference?

It is obvious then that the event which many take to be the birth of
British cultural studies, the establishment of the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies in 1964, had a very long gestation.
Thomas Babbington Macaulay’s chickens had now finally come home to
roost. It is no accident that Stuart Hall, director from 1969, is West
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Indian, for the liminal perspective of the colonized becomes very useful
for seeing the problematic division in English culturalism and the
affiliative network by which the state commands cultural production.
With this in mind we might even say that British cultural studies is a
major example of the process of ‘transculturation’ outlined by Pratt
(1992), a circulation of a marginalized post-colonial perspective back into
English cultural life; a recirculation of the idea of the irrelevance of a
canonical English literature to cultural life in general. However, the very
strong focus of cultural studies upon popular culture and the mass
media reveals the way in which the binary division of English cultural-
ism still operates implicitly in British cultural studies.

Post-colonlal cultural studies

Criticism throughout the English-speaking world was affected both by
the culturalist rationale of English studies, and by the rise of new
criticism. However, the writing itself seemed to occupy a different site
because the division between culture as art and culture as a way of life
becomes immediately eroded when colonized peoples appropriate cul-
tural discourses such as literary writing. It is eroded because in these
cultures such a distinction between definitions of culture becomes a
deeply ontological one. For these societies, culture as timeless, universal
and authoritative is simply unattainable except by a process of the most
parodic mimicry in which the imperial centre embodies all cultural
aspirations. As Kamenka makes very clear, if culture is universal it must
exclude your specifically regional art. The glowingly humanist credo
‘nothing human is alien to me’ only operates by incorporating an
extensive array of quite specific exclusions; for you cannot have culture
that is Ugandan, Australian or Jamaican. Post-colonial literatures, by
definition, cannot be great or universal so they become much more
obviously an aspect of a ‘way of life’.

Post-colonial cultural discourse of all kinds problematizes the distinc-
tion between culture as ‘art’ and cultures as ‘ways of life’, and indeed
problematizes the concept of culture itself. For when decolonizing
countries appropriate cultural discourse, they must either appropriate
the whole of its universalist ideology and become, for instance, ‘more
English than the English’, or appropriate it in a way that confirms all
intellectual and artistic discourse as aspects of the way of life, strands of
the cultural texture, intimately and inextricably connected in the textual
fabric of society. Curiously, their marginalization and exclusion from the
canon has provided the ground for a much more heterogeneous concep-
tion of the cultural text.

Post-colonial and contemporary cultural studies share a commitment
to textual materiality. Roland Barthes’ view of the text as a methodolo-
gical field distinct from the work which can be held in the hand is a very
useful basis for the analysis of culture. The text which only exists as the
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movement of a discourse ‘is also experienced only in an activity of
production’. Barthes” metaphor of the text as a network, which issues
from innumerable centres of culture (Barthes, 1971: 117-22), demon-
strates that textuality cannot be confined to discrete cultural productions.
So, in a sense, the notion of textuality as a semiotic field, a tissue of
quotations, is a natural ally of the view of culture as a network of
practices, a ‘way of life’; but it is also an ally of that tendency Edward
Said called the ‘worldliness of the text’ (1983: 31-53). For although the
text is an infinite deferment, without source or origin, it is still the fabric
of those human lives in whom the political realities of cultures are
worked out. The notion of ‘worldliness’ is a key principle for post-
colonial societies and runs counter to the ‘unworldly’ abstraction of
much contemporary theory. Writing itself is affiliative rather than filia-
tive with experience; it ‘counters nature’. Yet in this affiliation with the
social world, this production of experience, Said sees one of the most
resonant confirmations of the text’s worldliness.

What continues to hold concepts like ‘literature’ in place is a massive
structure of cultural power, directed in educational, publishing and
economic institutions. Post-colonial literary critics quickly come to realize
that they are constantly thrown into conflict with this ideologically and
institutionally buttressed category of literature because of its roots in the
universalist ideology of English culturalism. Almost by definition, writ-
ing in post-colonial societies becomes inextricable from a network of
cultural practices; exclusion from canonicity confirms its worldliness.

In its engagement with the culturalist myth of ‘literature’, then, post-
colonialism brings to cultural studies its own well-established concepts
of diversity, particularity and local difference. The global term ‘culture’
only becomes comprehensible as a conceptualization of local ‘cultures’.
Consequently the egregious distinction between ‘high’ and ‘popular’
culture is disrupted by the much more energetic and contested politics
of cultural difference. Cultural studies, on the other hand, tends impli-
citly to support this distinction since it tends to funnel cultural analysis
into the complex but circumscribed fields of mass media and popular
culture. The issue of cultural difference, particularly as it is mediated in
textuality, suggests that in most cultures there is no supportable distinc-
tion between ‘high” and ‘low’ — culture is culture. Thus we may see more
clearly that notions of high culture are the simple, and not always
hidden, agents of cultural imperialism.

A very good example of this can be found in recent work on Samoan
culture (Vaai, 1998). Analysis of the textual construction of culture in
contemporary Samoa involves an examination of language use in law
courts and village judicial meetings, written literature, music, drama,
radio, television, oratory. Each one of these categories consists of both
formal and informal domains, but even the most formal textual domain
is intersected with hybrid cultural forms of discourse which diffuse any
potential for hierarchical stratification. At no point, either in the produc-
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tion or consumption of culture, can a clear distinction of ‘high’ and ‘low’
be made, not only because the hybrid is so dominant but because this
very hybridity makes it difficult to locate writers or readers, performers
or viewers, producers or consumers in any fixed social hierarchy. The
Samoan example suggests that the division of culture between ‘art’ and
‘way of life’, between ‘high’ and ‘low’, collapses in post-colonial societies
because the social and institutional frameworks which buttress this
distinction are less clear.

Post-colonial cultural studies tends to recognize the way in which
intellectual endeavour is compromised and contained by state power as
it is mediated through intellectual work. Bringing to mind Adorno’s
thesis of the state production of culture, Edward Said says: ‘To a great
extent culture, cultural formations, and intellectuals exist by virtue of a
very interesting network of relationships with the State’s almost absolute
power’ (1983: 169). This is a set of relationships about which all contem-
porary left criticism, according to Said, and indeed all literary study,
remains stunningly silent:

On the contrary, nearly everyone producing literary or cultural studies
makes no allowance for the truth that all intellectual work occurs
somewhere, at some time, on some very precisely mapped-out and
permissible terrain, which is ultimately contained by the State. (ibid.:
169)

This is, I think, a huge and depressing claim about contemporary intellec-
tual production, but it is something which is obscured by the disciplinary
structure of knowledge and particularly the disciplinary study of liter-
ature. As Said goes on to point out, even if we want to claim that ‘culture’
as aesthetic production subsists on its own, according to an art-for-art’s
sake theory, no one is prepared to show how that independence was
gained, nor, more importantly, how it was maintained.

The value of what we can call post-colonial cultural production lies
not in its freedom from these conditions of production, but in the fact
that its ‘containment’ is so glaringly obvious. No writer picking up a pen
to write in a colonial language can avoid coming to terms with the irony
of this practice at some stage. No post-colonial intellectual, no artist, no
critic, can avoid the fact that this production is occurring in some already
determined discursive space. The terrain is not just contained by the
nation-state but by the continuing imperial reality of global capital. The
post-colonial intellectual simply cannot avoid the fact that this work is
‘occurring at some place at some time in a mapped-out and permissible
terrain’ because the reality of place, the reality of publishing require-
ments, markets, form some of the defining conditions of its production,
and the ideological containment produces the tension against which it
must constantly test itself. As is the theoretical ambition in cultural
studies, the politics of the analysis and the politics of intellectual work
are inseparable. However, in the actual practice of cultural subjects,
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‘containment’ by the state is far from absolute, being negotiated at many
levels by an access to and appropriation of global culture. The resilience
of post-colonial production in its appropriation of imperial forms for
local identity construction is, as we shall see, a model for the engagement
with global culture.

This, then, suggests the political efficacy of the post-colonial perspect-
ive for contemporary cultural studies, a perspective somewhat sharp-
ened by its distance from the ‘centre’. The post-colonial intellectual, and
by extension post-colonial horizons to cultural studies, must contend
with the conditions of their own containment, must perform a self-
conscious reflection upon their own conditions of production. Indeed,
the ironies of post-colonial cultural production, and particularly
the tensions inherent in language appropriation, make this difficult to
avoid.

The function of post-colonial theory

So, with this rapid unravelling of English literature and its reconstruction
as a network of local post-colonial practices, what intellectual identity is
the post-colonial critic to construct for him or herself? Because the post-
colonial critic, whether an academic or not, is an institutionally con-
structed subject, the relation of this practice to the status of the discipline
is both troubling and metonymic. As Barbara Christian points out, post-
colonial writers have always written theory; it just hasn’t been recog-
nized as such (Christian, 1987). However, although post-colonial theory
was not an invention of the academy, it was, paradoxically, only its
confirmation as an élite discourse within the academy that allowed it to
achieve any sort of recognition or authority. This has had the rather
ambiguous result of allowing the voice of the culturally marginalized
and dispossessed to be heard, often for the first time, but often also
within the frame of a theory which has leached that voice of all its
materiality and political urgency. On the other hand a recurrent opposi-
tional essentialism which would, understandably, reject Western dis-
course, reject English, reject literature, reject imperialism, finds itself
locked into an illusory and self-congratulatory rhetoric which fails to see
the protean nature of imperial power.

Interestingly, there are modes of critical practice which mirror the
choices offered to any project of political decolonization, all of which
have their particular value. There is a choice corresponding to what we
might call colonialist discourse theory, a broadly post-structuralist anal-
ysis of colonial discourse which demonstrates the already present
dynamic of resistance in such things as mimicry and hybridity; there is
a choice corresponding to what might be called resistance or oppositional
theory which is often essentialist in its racial and cultural assumptions.
However, some of the most interesting theoretical interventions have
occurred between these two poles, interventions which acknowledge the
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protean adaptability of imperial power in an increasingly globalized
world, but which insist on the agency of the decolonizing subject.

There has rarely been a more hotly contested topic than the meaning,
validity and applicability of the term ‘post-colonial’ in recent years.
However, if we understand the post-colonial to mean the discourse of
the colonized, rather than a discourse post-dating colonialism, then post-
colonial analysis becomes that which examines the full range of
responses to colonialism, from absolute complicity to violent rebellion
and all variations in between. There is no post-colonial discourse which
is not complicit in some way, and extremely little which is not opposi-
tional, but all of it is about change in some form or other. A theory
which may more faithfully engage the actual practice of post-colonial
subjects in this situation is a poetics and a politics of transformation.

A poetics of transformation is concerned with the ways in which
writers and readers contribute constitutively to meaning, the ways in
which colonized societies appropriate imperial discourses, and how they
interpolate their voices and concerns into dominant systems of textual
production and distribution. Transformation recognizes that power is a
critical part of our cultural life, and resists by adapting and redirecting
discursive power, creating new forms of cultural production; but above
all, a poetics of transformation recognizes the transformative way in
which post-colonial texts operate, even those which pose as simply
oppositional.

A politics of transformation works constantly within existing discurs-
ive and institutional formations to change them, rather than simply to
attempt to end them. By taking hold of writing itself, whether as novel,
history, testimonio, political discourse or political structures, interpolating
educational discourse and institutions, transforming conceptions of
place, even economics, the post-colonial subject unleashes a rapidly
circulating transcultural energy. Ultimately, a poetics and politics of
transformation effects a transformation of the disciplinary field. It is this
transformative energy of post-colonial textuality, the appropriations and
reconstructions of writers rather than the actions of academics, which
are transforming cultural discourse; and the cultural location of this
textuality is changing the disciplinary field of English.

The power of transformation can be seen in the engagement with
language, with literary writing and the whole range of imperial cultural
media. Indeed, some of the most widespread and influential examples of
post-colonial transformation can be seen in the effects upon the English
language, but the discipline of English itself is useful as a model of
cultural engagement because it shows how a relevant oppositionality is
bound to a strategy of transformation. One can either accept the ortho-
doxy of English literature with its huge edifice of disciplinary and
cultural assumptions (as is often still the case in post-colonial societies),
one can reject it and leave it altogether, or one can interpolate a local
view of cultural textuality. This does not mean simply adding some
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different courses and different texts to the curriculum, or even changing
the name of the discipline, but engaging the underlying assumptions,
the ideology and the status of English as a moral technology. In a sense,
canonicity and the immensely successful operation of imperial power
through English literature has accelerated this process by consistently
excluding post-colonial writing until the rearguard action of the Booker
Prize, but it has been the processes of textual mimicry and the hybridi-
zation of writing rather than rejection that have transformed English.

An example of this was the successful advocacy in 1968 by James
Ngugi, Taban Lo Liyong and Henry Owuor Anyumba of the abolition
of the English Department in the University of Nairobi which was
replaced with a Department of African Languages and Literature (Ngugi,
1972). This was a key moment in the transformation, not only of the
institutional structure of the discipline but the nature and function of
literature itself: an abrogation of the canonical notion of literary excel-
lence buttressing the ideology of English and its replacement with a
view of creative writing as a form of cultural textuality, a strand within
a heterogeneous network of cultural practices. It was an act which was
to be repeated in post-colonial societies throughout the world. As an act
of resistance it was classically ambivalent, relying on a reconceptualizing
of the purposes and activities of existing structures, on mimicking
established institutional functions.

Ngugi’s own major gesture of resistance ~ refusing to write in English
in favour of his Gikuyu mother tongue — although performed as an
unequivocal act of rejection, still appropriated the novel form which is
alien to Gikuyu culture, still interpolated its message into world publish-
ing by means of translations. Such gestures have been important ways
of transforming the field of literary study, and whatever the rhetoric
surrounding them they are never simply oppositional but profoundly
transformative. The transformations of post-colonial literary study, there-
fore, have not been limited to the body of writing made available for
study but in the ways in which they are read, the ways in which such
writings are located in the network of cultural practices which constitutes
the cultural text.

What, then, of the future? If we face the fact of the invention of
English as the prestigious civilizing mode of cultural study, and add to
that the further recognition that most of the imaginative writing in
‘English’ in the world occurs outside England, we are faced with the
exciting prospect of this writing being a useful access point to the broad
text of post-colonial cultures. My own vision for cultural studies into the
twenty-first century is that it could reopen the door which clanged shut
on literature in the 1950s. Culture includes all cultural practices and
products, and the assessment of the processes of their production,
consumption, the process of their representation and exchange, and the
interrelationship of all of these elements. However, most significantly,
post-colonial writing, because it is conceived in a dynamic of political
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and cultural engagement at both the discursive and institutional level, is
peculiarly placed to initiate cultural transformation. Political and social
change only occur because they occur in the minds of those who imagine
a different kind of world.

Notes

1. New Criticism can be seen to be a product of an American attempt to establish the
legitimacy of its literary canon against the dominance of the English tradition. As Kenneth
Dauber asserts, the Americans, lacking a tradition, and distrusting literature as an insti-
tution, could never believe in the reality of received ‘categorizations’. New Criticism
methodized this disbelief, ‘to force us to begin again with each work’. Kenneth Dauber,
‘Criticisms of American literature’, Diacritics, 7 (March 1977).

2. In fact we can trace Lacan’s critique of Saussure to the 1950s, and locate the origins of
deconstruction during a time when new criticism was dominant; but the popularity of
post-structuralism in America (and the English-speaking world) can be generally dated
from the 1966 symposium at Johns Hopkins University entitled ‘The Languages of Criticism
and the Sciences of Man’ at which Derrida delivered his seminal paper, ‘Structure, sign
and play in the discourse of the human sciences’. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato
(eds), The Structuralist Controversy (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1970).

3. New Criticism worked best with modernist poetry and thus ushered in a period in
academic study when poetry, particularly modemist poetry, formed a comparatively larger
part of the curriculum. Such poetry lent itself very readily, however, to an isolation of the
text from its social and historical world.



CHAPTER 2

Latin America and post-colonial
transformation

The flourishing local literatures throughout the British Empire were, as
we have seen, a direct consequence of the strategic importance of English
in the hegemony of imperial culture and its prominence in colonial
education. While religious conversion came to be seen by all colonizing
powers as a crucial method of ‘civilizing” the primitive societies beyond
Europe, only English literature, of all secular European discourses,
carried the full moral weight of the civilizing mission. The study of
‘English’ operated as a specific site of cultural exclusion as well as
cultural indoctrination, the local cultures of the colonized being excluded
from participation in the master discourses of human (European) culture.
For this very reason it became a site of resistance as the cultural
orientation of post-colonial writing opposed, interpolated and then trans-
formed the canon of English literature itself. The emerging post-colonial
theory of the 1980s was therefore heavily oriented to literatures in
English, as well as contemporary European theory, with some attention
to Francophone African literatures generated by the stature of writers
such as Aimé Césaire, Léopold Senghor and Frantz Fanon.

The great omission from the early development of post-colonial theory
was the oldest, second largest and most complex modern European
empire — that of Spain. But the prospect of ‘Including America’, as Peter
Hulme evocatively put it (1995), into the subject matter of post-colonial
study, is no simple task, for the idea of Latin American post-coloniality
is still strongly resisted by South American intellectuals. This is surpris-
ing, because no region in the world has demonstrated so comprehens-
ively, over such a long period, the transformation of colonial culture
initiated by the Spanish. Yet still some nagging questions need to be
answered: How and on what basis can we establish links between Latin
America and other colonized regions? Can a word such as ‘colonialism’
really refer to the historical experience of Latin America? Marc Ferro, for
instance, offers Argentina and Peru as examples of ‘imperialism without
colonization’, where the city ruled until it surrendered dominance to the
United States (Ferro, 1997: 19).

Certainly, Latin America is different. In particular the features of its
colonization, from 1492, are different from British imperialism which
extends roughly from 1757. They occurred, says Santiago Colas, ‘at
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different historical moments, the colonizers belonged to different nations
and to different classes within those nations, and the nations in turn
occupied different international positions’. Moreover, the ‘distant terri-
tories’ were geographically distinct, the ‘implantations’ were accomp-
lished through different financial and technical means, and the
inhabitants had developed distinct social and cultural habits’ (Colas,
1994: 383). To this we could add the radically different institutional
location of literary study in English and Spanish cultures (see Baldick,
1987; Viswanathan, 1987). ‘English’ was not simply literary study but a
site of such profound moral importance in English education that it was
bound to focus the resistance of post-colonial intellectuals.

To some, Latin America is under threat from a new colonizing
movement called ‘colonial and postcolonial discourse’, yet another sub-
jection, it would seem, to foreign formations and epistemologies from
the English-speaking centres of global power. There may be good reason
for fearing the hegemonic effects of new global discourses, but if we
forget for a minute that the term “post-colonial’ appears to be one more
in a long line of ‘posts’ and attempt to understand the significance of
colonization and its post-colonial engagements, we may discover that
Latin America has given ample evidence of its post-coloniality long
before the emergence of ‘colonial and post-colonial discourse’ from the
metropolitan academy. Latin America, whose colonization coincides
with the emergence of European modemity itself, may be the first
colonized, and hence the oldest post-colonial region in the world.

The problem with the debate on post-colonialism in Latin America is
that it has been skewed from the beginning by a rather eccentric view of
post-colonialism, largely resting on the assumption that it emerged from
post-structuralism, leading to an understandable resistance to its neo-
hegemonic discursive character. A debate in the Latin American Research
Review in 1993 illustrates both how a limited definition of post-colonial
theory has been readily accepted and how questions about its validity
have arisen. The use of the phrase ‘colonial and post-colonial discourse’
itself indicates the extent to which the historical event of colonialism, its
discursive machinery, and post-colonial engagements with it have been
blurred.

The ‘field’ or ‘movement’, it is assumed, emerged in the 1980s from a
dissatisfaction with previous approaches to colonial analysis. Patricia
Seed’s review article in 1991, which stimulated this debate among Latin
Americanists, sees post-colonial discourse as synonymous with the colo-
nial discourse theory initiated by Said. In addition, she claims that the
interest in the textual and discursive aspects of colonialism is a direct
inheritance of post-structuralism. However, not only should Said’s own
work be distinguished from post-structuralism (see Said, 1983; Ashcroft,
1997; Ashcroft and Ahluwalia, 1999); this privileging of colonial dis-
course theory initiated by his Orientalism misrepresents the very complex
emergence of post-colonial studies over several decades. Post-colonial
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analysis, even in its most overtly theoretical form, has been a function of
the activity of writers and critics since the nineteenth century, burgeon-
ing in the work of Frantz Fanon and other intellectuals writing in the
wake of independence.

Hernan Vidal's stubbornly ethnocentric contention that the prolifera-
tion of literary criticism in Latin America ‘saw the importation of North
American New Criticism, Russian Formalism, German Phenomenology
and French Structuralism’ (1993: 115) demonstrates very clearly the
perceived threat to Latin American intellectual integrity posed by outside
critical movements. Such a fear appears, itself, to emerge from a tendency
to homogenize the complex range of social experiences co-existing on
the Continent. Outlining two strands of literary criticism which he calls
‘technocratic criticism’ and ‘culturally oriented criticism’ (ibid.: 116),
Vidal sees the emergence of ‘colonial and post-colonial discourse’ as the
creation of a category of research which attempts to endow these two
approaches ‘with a degree of affinity that they have not previously had’
(ibid.).

However, this can be understood in another way. The employment of
‘technocratic’ criticism is a clear example of the tendency of colonized
peoples to appropriate the formations, discourses and theoretical strat-
egies of a dominant discourse in making their voice heard. Such a
process of appropriation has a long history in Latin American cultural
production. Contemporary post-colonial criticism is not a product of the
1980s, the decade in which it began to become more fully described, but
a consequence of many decades of post-colonial writing in the former
British and French colonies resulting in an uneasy and sometimes
fractious alliance between such fields as Commonwealth literary studies,
black studies and the emergent colonial discourse theory.

If we take the position that rather than a product of the experience of
colonized peoples in the French- and English-speaking world, post-
colonialism is the discourse of the colonized, that it does not mean ‘after
colonialism’ since it is colonialism’s interlocutor and antagonist from the
moment of colonization, then ‘post-colonial discourse’ can be seen to
emerge from the creative and theoretical production of colonized societ-
ies themselves. This averts the problems raised by the movement
towards a new critical orthodoxy resulting from the expropriation of the
field by contemporary centres of academic power. If, rather than a new
hegemonic field, we see the post-colonial as a way of talking about the
political and discursive strategies of colonized societies, we may more
carefully view the various forms of anti-systemic operations within the
global world system.

Post-colonial analysis leads to a simple realization: that the effect of
the colonizing process over individuals, over culture and society
throughout Europe’s domain was vast, and produced consequences as
complex as they are profound. Not all post-colonial discourse is anti-
colonial, nor can it ever, in any of its various forms, dispense with that
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comparatively simple moment of history which began to churn its social
consequences around the world. These consequences have long been the
subject of attention by Latin American historians and critics. Walter
Mignolo, ostensibly rejecting post-colonialism, cites the post-colonial
critique of Edmundo O’Gorman in The Invention of America (1961), which
demonstrated that ‘language is not the neutral tool of an honest desire
to tell the truth . .. but an instrumental tool for constructing history and
inventing realities’ (Mignolo, 1993: 122). Similarly, Mignolo cites Angel
Rama'’s La ciudad letrada (1982), which offers a theory about the control,
domination and power of alphabetic writing (ibid.). ‘O’Gorman and
Rama exemplify the perspective of social scientists and humanists
located in and speaking from the Third World. They are in some sense
contemporary examples of the “intellectual other”’ (ibid.: 123). Mignolo’s
complaint is that O’Gorman did first what Said and Todorov did two
decades later. O’Gorman and Rama were already, several decades ago,
critiquing a key feature of colonial discourse, the power of language to
construct and dominate the world of the colonized.

Mignolo is correct in suggesting that post-colonialism is not a child of
post-structuralism conceived in the metropolitan academy for the benefit
of an annoyingly ungrateful post-colonial world. It is born from the
struggle of colonized intellectuals to appropriate the discursive tools of
imperial discourse and to interpolate their own realities and cultural
activities into the global arena. The examples of O’Gorman and Rama
could be multiplied many times over. Post-colonial discourse is signific-
ant because it reveals the extent to which the historical condition of
colonization has led to a certain political, intellectual and creative
dynamic in the post-colonial societies with which it engages. Even in
those élites complicit with imperial culture, the displacement of the
dominant ideology - its relocation in colonial space — is a significant
catalyst for its transformation. The struggle for self-representation occurs
at all levels of society.

Objections to post-colonial analysis have been based on a limited and
academically defensive view of the discourse. Post-colonial analyses
have been a feature of Latin American intellectual life at least since the
1950s, but there remains a strong belief in the essential difference of
Latin American post-coloniality even by those who favour its approach.
Santiago Colas has adapted the theory of ideology developed by Slov-
enian theorist Slavoj Zizek to define the ideology of Latin American
post-colonial culture (Colas, 1995); but how identifying, how distinct is
this ideology? Is the difference of Latin America more a function of
desire than reality?

Although ZiZek’s notion of ideology is not as different from Althus-
ser’s as he would like to believe, the explanation of the function of
ideology as ‘not to offer us a point of escape from our reality but to offer
us the social reality itself as an escape from some traumatic real kernel’
(Colas, 1995: 384), does provide a useful entry to Latin American post-
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colonial culture. This functions, according to Colas, ‘as an ideology that
converts the persistence of colonial relations and its effects ... into the
precondition for the articulation of a non-metropolitan identity. The
culture then represses this conversion, leaving that identity seemingly
self-constituted and self-sufficient — in a word, independent’ (ibid.).
According to Colas, the production of ideology in Latin America is
driven by ‘the unconscious desire for the persistence of colonial relations
in terms both of dependence on the former colonial or imperial power
and of social inequality within the new nation’ (ibid.: 385). In effect, Colas
has provided a theory of ideology which is not limited to Latin America
as he claims, but in fact astutely assesses the complex structure of
colonial relations in all settler colonies. If we see that the post-colonial
begins from the moment of colonization, then we understand that ‘the
unconscious desire for the persistence of colonial relations’ and the
conscious desire for separation and independence are two positions
which can exist side by side in any colonized space, but, in the settler
colony, may so overlap that they can become subject positions adopted
by the same subject. Perhaps inadvertently, Colas has demonstrated one
way in which the inclusion of Latin America can begin to transform the
field of post-colonial studies. The complexity of Latin American post-
colonial society, far from lending itself to the concept of some Latin
American essence, provides the ground for an increasingly sophisticated
understanding of post-colonial relations throughout the world.

Latin America, colonialism and modernity

The most energetic debate on the subject of Latin America and post-
colonialism concerns the character and antiquity of the historical con-
dition of colonization. This is where the inclusion of America not only
widens the scope of post-colonial theory but demonstrates how deeply
colonial discourse is rooted in global culture. Santiago Colas complains
about the absence of any discussion of Latin American literature in The
Empire Writes Back suggesting that a discussion of the literatures of
former British colonies may be ‘of interest and relevance’ to the literat-
ures of former Spanish colonies. Colas rightly points out that the
developments in former Spanish colonies may be ‘of interest and relev-
ance’ to the study of English post-colonial culture, and indeed, as he
says, ‘may fundamentally change understandings of that culture’ (1995:
383). Indeed, Latin America fundamentally changes our view of the post-
colonial with its demonstration of a post-colonial future. The antiquity
and character of its colonization, the long-standing reality of its hybrid-
ized cultures, the ‘continental’ sense of difference which stems from a
shared colonial language, the intermittent emergence of contestatory
movements in cultural production - all radically widen the scope of
post-colonial theory.

Jorge Klor de Alva asserts in ‘Colonialism and postcolonialism as
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(Latin) American mirages’ that ‘the very notions of colonialism and
imperialism came from the modern experiences of non-Hispanic colonial
powers and only subsequently and improperly were imposed on the
Spanish American experience from the sixteenth to the eighteenth cen-
turies’ (1992: 5); but what is an ‘improper’ use? Does the cultural
provenance of theory invalidate such categories as epistemological tools?
Indeed, is there any system of analysis which does not have a valid
retrospective function? Such retrospective analysis has deeply trans-
formed discussion of the British Empire as well. After all, imperialism is
a very recent concept, formulated in the 1880s scramble for Africa and
consolidated in the late nineteenth-century expatriation of British capital,
but there is no good reason why we cannot use the term to retrospect-
ively describe five centuries of European expansion.

Indeed, the colonization of Latin America obliges us to address the
question of post-colonialism at its roots, at the very emergence of
modernity. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century British imperialism dem-
onstrates the centrifugal movement by which the precepts of European
modernity and the assumptions of the Enlightenment have been distrib-
uted hegemonically throughout the world. However, including America,
as Hulme advocates, we find that imperial expansion is more than the
dispersal of European cultural values and assumptions into a Eurocent-
rically mapped world; it also reveals itself as the enabling condition of
that very process by which a modem Europe is conceived. Europe’s
world empire is modernity!

Latin America, then, the ‘first-born child’ of modernity, is simul-
taneously ‘worlded’ by Europe, as Spivak puts it, and relegated to the
periphery of that world. Spivak uses this term to describe the way in
which the colonized space is brought into the ‘world’, that is, made to
exist as part of a world essentially constructed by Eurocentrism:

If ... we concentrated on documenting and theorizing the itinerary of
the consolidation of Europe as sovereign subject, indeed sovereign and
subject, then we would produce an alternative historical narrative of
the ‘worlding’ of what is today called ‘the Third World'. (Spivak, 1985:
128)

However, the process of European expansion, which begins in its
modern form with the invasion of America, is an enabling condition of
the ‘worlding’ of Europe itself. Imperial expansion, the engine of
modernity, gave European societies a sense of their distinction from the
traditional pre-modern societies they invaded, a difference which was
taken to be superiority, a status which propelled the continuing dis-
course of empire itself. The transcultural realities of post-colonial experi-
ence are present from this moment as the embedding of global difference
begins the process by which the colonized world becomes a crucial factor
in the imagining of Europe.

Modernity, which usually refers to those modes of social organization
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that emerged in Europe from about the sixteenth century, broadly
represented by the discovery of the ‘new world’, the Renaissance and
the Reformation, does not actually emerge as a concept until the eight-
eenth century. The invasion of Latin America begins a process which,
two centuries later, had come to constitute, as Habermas says, ‘the
epochal threshold between modern times and the middle ages” (1981: 5).
Clearly, this is quite a different concept of modernity from the one which
Colas has asserted ‘is consolidated and reaches its highest expression in
the 1960’s’ (1995: 24). The threshold of ‘the modern world’ is the
confluence of the three great world systems ~ imperialism, capitalism
and the Enlightenment. Modernity is fundamentally about conquest, ‘the
imperial regulation of land, the discipline of the soul, and the creation of
truth” (Turner, 1990: 4), a discourse which enabled the large-scale regu-
lation of human identity both within Europe and its colonies.

Thus the emergence of modermnity is coterminous with the emergence
of Eurocentrism and the European dominance of the world effected
through imperial expansion. Europe constructed itself as ‘modern” and
constructed the non-European as ‘traditional’, ‘static’, ‘prehistorical’.
History itself became the tool by which these societies were denied any
internal dynamic of capacity for development. Latin America, the first-
born child of modernity, remained relegated to the status, if not the fact,
of the pre-modern, because this continent represents the first instance of
the ‘worlding” of modern Europe. It was in the relationship with Latin
America that the energetic Manichean rhetoric of European cultural
expansion was first conceived, from Montaigne’s essay ‘On Cannibals’
to Shakespeare’s Tempest to Darwin’s debasement of the Tierra del
Fuegans in The Voyage of the Beagle. This binarism remains firmly in place
today in various guises, most notably as the distinction between the
‘international’ and the ‘parochial’.

José Rabasa, in his analysis of Mercator’s Atlas, locates this link
between the invention of America and the ‘invention’ of Europe a
century after Columbus with the invention of the world map. ‘From the
invention of America’, says Rabasa, ‘emerges a new Europe”:

The millenarian dream whereby the Franciscans transferred the geo-
graphic realization of history to the New World now, with Mercator,
returns the locus of universal history to Europe; the angelic nature of
the natives is replaced with a universal subject that is indispensable to
the knowing of truth and thus constitutes the apex of history. Europe,
which in analogous allegories is invested with a sphere and a cross
emblematic of Catholicism, assumes a secular version where science
and knowledge define her supremacy and universality. The remaining
parts of the world are posited outside truth, since Europe holds the
secret of their being. (1993: 207)

However, it would be truer to say that Mercator’s Atlas consolidates the
spatial organization of modernity, and establishes rather than invents
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modem Europe. The bipolar representation of the primitive subject —
angelic or cannibalistic — precedes Mercator, and this ambivalence is
both supervised by, and critical to, the simultaneous worlding of Latin
America and Europe.

The imperial origins of modernity give us a different perspective on
the contemporary eagerness to define Latin American cultural produc-
tions as postmodern. Rather than the period of the disappearance of
imperialism, the ‘postmodern’ remains the site of its ultimate diffusion
into global systems of economy and culture. There are several ways of
conceiving postmodernity. We can see it as superseding modernity, in
which case it appears to give credence to history, the discourse it claims
to have overcome. We can see it as a cultural phenomenon focused in
postmodernism, the ‘aesthetic reflection on the nature of modernity’
(Giddens, 1990: 45); or we can see it as modernity’s discovery of the
provisionality and circularity of its basic premise, the ‘providential’
power of reason. This discovery can be exemplified in Nietzsche’s
realization that the Enlightenment replaced divine providence with the
equally transcendental providence of reason (Habermas, 1987b). Divine
will was replaced by human autonomy but it was a socially and
culturally situated autonomy. In effect, providence was replaced by the
temporally and spatially empty dominance of the European subject. The
‘providential’ rise of reason coincided with the rise of European domi-
nance over the rest of the world and subject-centred reason the philo-
sophical centre of European dominance through the Enlightenment.

The postmodern hinges, then, on the provisionality at the centre of
modernity. According to this view, postmodernity is coterminous with
modernity and represents a radical phase of its development. Yet in the
same way post-colonialism is coterminous with colonization, and the
dynamic of its disruptive engagement is firmly situated in modernity.
The post-colonial begins from the moment of colonization, but it is from
that moment a recognition and contestation of the hegemonic and
regulatory dominance of the ‘truth’ of modem Europe.

My contention is this; that post-colonialism and postmodernism are
both discursive elaborations of postmodernity, which is itself not the
overcoming of modernity, but modernity coming to understand its own
contradictions and uncertainties. They are, however, two very different
ways in which modernity comes to understand itself. Post-colonial
theory reveals the socially transformative dimension of postmodernity
which actually becomes occluded by aesthetic postmodernism. This is
because post-colonialism refills, with its locally situated meanings, a time
and space that are ‘emptied’ by modemnity,! and constructs a discourse
of the real which is based on the material effects of colonial dominance.
Post-colonialism, while transforming colonial culture, reveals a powerful
tendency to appropriate and transform various principles of modernity.

We can only understand modernity, and hence postmodernity and
globalism, if we understand the trajectory of imperial expansion.
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Anthony Giddens, in talking about modernity and globalism, provides a
classic example of the blind spot which occurs when we fail to take
imperialism into account. Asking if modernity is a Western project, he
replies that in terms of the two great modern systems — the nation-state
and capitalism — the answer must be yes; but, he asks, is modemity
peculiarly Western in terms of its globalizing tendencies? ‘No’, he says,
"It cannot be, since we are speaking here of emergent forms of world
interdependence and planetary consciousness’ (1990: 175). So, by this
account, globalism is an emergent process which just happens to come
from everywhere! This is an important endorsement of the engagement of
the local in globalization, but clearly there would be no global modernity
without the history of European expansion. The transcultural complexity
of globalism certainly depends upon the transformations enacted by
local uses and appropriations in various regions, but these do not take
place outside a dialectical process of enculturation and contestation set
up by the colonizing process. It is precisely the continuing reality of the
imperial dynamic that a post-colonial reading exposes. For Latin Amer-
ica, the hegemonic spread of global economy and culture is a significant
threat to its modes of cultural location, but, just as significantly, global-
ism can be seen as a direct legacy of the process of Eurocentrism begun
several centuries ago.

We can view globalization as either the dynamic operation of nation-
states or the operation of a single world system (or a combination of the
two). Clearly, while nations are still the principal actors within the global
political order, corporations are recognized as the dominant agents in
the world economy. The question remains: What is the function of the
local in this structure? A testimonio such as Let Me Speak! by Domatila
Barrios de Chungara, provides a rich site for a post-colonial analysis,
because it demonstrates the way in which individual lives are affected
by a global system of capital initiated as the economy of the empire of
modernity. This novel is amenable to Marxist and feminist readings, but
an understanding of the colonial roots of the system which now appears
worldwide helps to explain the racially based cycle of oppression and
poverty which presents itself as the Bolivian economy. Common opinion,
she says, is that ‘“Bolivia is immensely rich, but its inhabitants are just
beggars.” And that’s the truth because Bolivia is dominated by the
multinational corporations that control my country’s economy’ (1978:
20).

Chungara’s anger is familiar, but she is the victim of a system begun
four centuries ago. Immanuel Wallerstein’s world system theory com-
pellingly asserts that the capitalist system has been the world economic
system since the sixteenth century and that one cannot talk about
economies in terms of the nation-state, nor of ‘society’ in the abstract,
nor of ‘stages’ of development, because each society is affected by,
indeed, is a part of, the capitalist world economy (Wallerstein,
1974b:391). The proposition of one world capitalist system in operation



LATIN AMERICA: POST-COLONIAL TRANSFORMATION 31

since the sixteenth century radically affects how we view not only world
economics but national politics, class, ethnicity and international rela-
tions in general. The theory has no place for local transformations or
political change, but it is a useful critique of the historicist idea of a
nation’s economic growth, particularly in its approach to the economies
of Latin America.

One traditional Marxist view of economic development sees all eco-
nomies as passing through a series of stages, so it would see these
economies as existing at a pre-bourgeois, pre-industrialized stage of
development. However, world system theory holds that these economies
are already a part of the capitalist world system; they are not an earlier
stage of a transition to industrialization, but are undeveloped because
they are ‘peripheral, raw-material producing’ areas, on the margins of,
and exploited by, the industrialized world. Thus economies such as
Bolivia’s are undeveloped, not because they are at any early stage of
industrialization, but because they are marginalized by the world sys-
tem. Similarly, we can say that Latin America is not at a stage of
development which has left the need for post-colonial analysis behind,
but that its cultural productions are a lingering consequence of its
imperial history; it still lies at the edges of the world system.

The imperialism of the capitalist system maintains its energy through
the same kinds of rhetoric of exclusion that drive the imperial project.
The miners, the peasants, all those struggling against capitalist exploita-
tion, are invariably Indians. The Bolivian situation is a classic example
of the centripetal and global system of capital which continues to
marginalize and exploit those on the periphery, but Let Me Speak! reveals
the limitations of Wallerstein’s theory. The lives of individuals, and
particularly their taking control of the discursive tools of the dominant
powers, can effect a transformation in the local effects of the world
system and ultimately in the world system itself. Capitalism is a radical
example of the globalizing impetus in modernity — what happens in a
local neighbourhood is likely to be influenced by factors operating at an
indefinite distance away, but equally, the local community can take hold
of the global influence and transform it to local uses.

Strategies of transformation in Latin American cultures

The key dynamic of post-colonial discourse, one which affects the
survival of local communities within global culture, is that of transform-
ation. In particular, the historical experience of colonization has resulted
in the mechanics of a transformative appropriation of modernity by
colonized societies. Such transformation is transcultural; that is, not only
are local events affected by the operation of global factors, such as world
money and commodity markets, but the global economy of representa-
tion is itself affected by processes of local transformation. Furthermore,
this dialectic does not generally occur at the level of the nation-
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state, an entity which is itself firmly incorporated into global systems of
power.

There are many strategies of transformation in Latin America cultures.
These strategies come under the rubric of a process I call ‘interpolation’
(Ashcroft, 1995), in which the colonized culture interpolates the domin-
ant discourse in order to transform it in ways that release the representa-
tion of local realities. The appropriation of language, the utilization of
discursive systems of representation such as literature or history, the
entering and taking over of systems such as economics or politics, are all
examples of the colonized culture taking the dominant forms and
making them ‘bear the burden’ of a different experience, as Chinua
Achebe says of the English language. Post-colonial strategies focus on
the political and historical reality of colonialism and are directed at
transforming its discourses and institutions. Individual modes of resist-
ance and transformation may have particular local exigencies, such as
the oppression of Bolivian miners. But there is an epistemological
substrate to the discursive dominance of colonialism which affects all
colonized societies within the world system.

To represent modernity as a major revolution in the social life of
European, and hence world society at a particular time in history, a view
which only came about in the Enlightenment, is to employ the historical
consciousness which is a characteristic of modemity itself. Modernity
may be better represented by those discontinuities which signify the
most radical divisions between the modern and the pre-modern and
which had the profoundest effect on ‘pre-modern’ societies, namely, the
separation of time and space, the loosening of social relations from the
prominence of locality, and the ‘reflexive ordering and re-ordering of
those social relations in terms of continual inputs of knowledge’ (Gid-
dens, 1990: 17). Post-colonial transformation, which is directed at the
engagement with and reorientation of colonizing discourses, is at base
an engagement with the deepest reorientations of modernity, whether
the colonized societies are pre-modern or not. It is not only ‘traditional’
societies which employ these strategies, rather it is modernity which has
constructed them as sites of contention within the post-colonial world.

The sites of post-colonial engagement which appear the most conten-
tious are those which stem from the most radical shift in modern
consciousness, the shift in the consciousness of time, because this reori-
entation generated the most disorienting features of colonial regulatory
power. These were the emptying of time and space by separating them
from location, and the ‘disembedding’ of social relations from locality,
which resulted in the ‘lifting out of social relations from local contexts of
interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time and
space’ (Giddens, 1990: 21). Indeed, the global change in the concept of a
world itself is related in some way to this revolution in modern thought.
The most profound disruption, therefore, of pre-modern social life was
not the military destruction wreaked by colonial invasion, nor the
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importation of disease nor the imposition of colonial language nor the
depredations of colonial administrations, for all their devastating effects
... but the invention of the mechanical clock.

This one invention and the associated Gregorian calendar embody the
universal power of European expansion, the hegemony of the capitalist
world system and the most powerful and regulatory discourses of
imperialism. The extent of these effects upon the rest of the world has
been extraordinary: the mapping of the world; the naming and regula-
tion of distant lands and the dislocating power of colonial language this
represented; the surveillance of the colonized; the development of sys-
tematic education, the erection of imperialism’s cultural binarism with
its invention of race, of cannibalism and primitivism, and its distinction
between the spirituality and transcendence of Europe and the materiality
and primitivism of the periphery. All these represent modes of imperial
control which in turn have generated strategies of resistance and trans-
formation in Latin American cultural production.

Three sites of cultural change — language, place and history — situate
perhaps the most profoundly complex interchanges of cultural formation
and transformation. In many respects the key to these strategies lies in
the use of language. A persistent argument of ethnocentric resistance is
that to speak in the colonizer’s language is to remain colonized, but an
equally persistent argument of post-colonial writers is that the language
may be appropriated for the writer’'s own purposes, its rhythms and
syntax changed to correspond to a local idiom. This is the position taken
by Angel Rama in Transculturacion narrativa en America Latin (1982). In
this book he adapts Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz’s conceptual-
ization of local Latin American culture as a ‘transculturation” or neocul-
turacion of metropolitan models to the task of generalizing the literary
phenomenon of neo-regionalism, represented by authors such as Rulfo,
Arguedes, Guimaraes Rosa and Marquez. Neoculturacion is a more global
term for the operation of the post-colonial strategies of appropriation
and interpolation. This happens at various levels and in virtually every
form of cultural discourse, particularly literature, but nowhere more
powerfully than in the medium of testimonio.

Latin America is not only the beginning of modern Europe’s self-
representation; it is also the site of the most powerful post-colonial
textual production of modern times: testimonio. The testimonio of indi-
genous groups is a relatively uncontentious subject for a post-colonial
analysis, as we have seen. But I want to suggest that the real relevance
of such analysis to Latin America emerges in that engagement with
modern time consciousness and its effects, which occurs in a great range
of social groups — mestizo or Ladino, urban or peasant, bourgeois or
working class. One example is Juan Rulfo, who is a much more conten-
tious case for a post-colonial analysis. A canonical figure, he is legendary
in Latin American literary studies, a formative figure whose brief career
is credited with penetrating ‘by sheer force of poiesis into the epical and
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even mythical unconscious of peasant Mexico’ (Larsen, 1990: 51). Rulfo
is often credited with modernist innovation, his Pedro Paramo ‘a bold
excursion into modern techniques of writing” (Translator’s introduction,
Rulfo 1967: ix), but his post-coloniality becomes apparent through the
medium of Angel Rama’s use of the concept of transculturation. Reading
Rulfo’s use of language in Pedro Paramo (1955) and The Burning Plains,
Rama shows how language becomes the site of a conflict between the
colonizing modernity of the language and the inflection of a localized
place.

The author has become reintegrated with the linguistic community and
speaks from within it, with unimpeded use of its idiomatic
resources. . .. Here we have the phenomenon of ‘neoculturation,” to
use Ortiz’s term. If the principles of textual unification and the con-
struction of a literary language of exclusively aesthetic invention can
be seen as corresponding to the rationalizing spirit of modernity, by
compensation the linguistic perspective that takes up this principle
restores a regional world view and prolongs its validity in a form yet
richer and more interiorized than before. It thus expands the original
world view in a way that is better adapted, authentic, artistically
solvent, and, in fact, modernized - but without destruction of identity.
(Larsen, 1990: 56-7).

The perception of Rulfo’s ‘reintegration with the linguistic com-
munity’, speaking ‘from within it’, is a metaphoric and essentialist
description of language which would be better expressed metonymically.
Rulfo does not so much speak from within local idioms as metonymically
signify the local in his language variation. The fact that Rulfo’s language
does not actually correspond to the speech patterns and narrative forms
of Jaliscan country folk (ibid.: 54) is immaterial to the metonymic opera-
tion of the language variation, which inscribes not authentic identity but
metonymic difference. Rama’s analysis is nevertheless very much in the
nature of a post-colonial reading because the use of language by a
Spanish speaker is seen to be adaptable to modes of reinscription of the
local creating a metonymic gap in which the difference of the local can
be imagined.

Transculturation in Rama’s formulation represents the appropriation
of the dominant language for the purpose of reinscribing place, which
Rama refers to as the ‘regional world view’. The primacy of place in pre-
modern settings has been largely destroyed by the separation of time
and space and the ‘disembedding’ of social groups from the significance
of locality. The process of ‘re-embedding’ is very clear in Native Ameri-
can testimonio, but place remains a significant site of contention in
modern colonial cultures as well. Rulfo’s writing demonstrates how a
settler culture invents a language which re-invents place. An ‘appropri-
ation’ of language such as Rulfo’s metonymically links the language to
place in a way which re-invents it in the process of reinscribing it. The
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separation of time and space which is central to modernity is redressed
metonymically by the use of language in this way which reinscribes the
concept of local difference. Crucially, this is not a feature of a clash
between a pre-modern culture and a modern discourse. Colonialism
embeds the cultural anxiety attending its emptying out of local space,
and this becomes a site of contention in a range of colonized societies.

Rulfo may seem, to some, an odd representative of the post-colonial
in Latin America. Yet his work reveals that the operation of the
transformative strategies of post-colonial discourse, strategies which
engage the deepest disruptions of modernity, are not limited to the
recently colonized, nor to the pre-modern societies who are still the most
marginalized victims of modernization. Post-colonial strategies are those
set in motion by the huge effects, both material and discursive, of
colonization, no matter how distant the event. This is because colonialism
is the militant material working of European modernity, the repercus-
sions and contradictions of which are still in evidence in the global
structure of neo-colonial domination.

The future of Latin American may not be free from such neo-colonial
dominance, but the USA is itself the second largest Latino nation in the
world after Mexico. No other fact demonstrates so clearly the transcul-
tural possibilities of “post-colonial’ transformation. The world does not
divide simply into ‘us’ and ‘them’ as Edward Said remarks: ‘'The phoney
idea of a paranoid frontier separating ‘us’ from ‘them’ — which is a
repetition of the old sort of orientalist model’ (Sprinker, 1992: 233). ‘We’
are in ‘them’ and ‘they’ are in ‘us’. In the case of Latin America ‘'we’ are
also ‘in the US’. The ‘paranoid’ border between the USA and Latin
America, both geographical and cultural, is demonstrably one of the
most porous in the world. Though the empire may have changed hands,
the transcultural strategies of Latin American cultures offer a clear
example of the transformative energies of post-colonial societies.

Notes

1. I refer here to Giddens’ theory of the ‘disembedding’ of time and place advanced in The
Consequences of Modernity (1990). The universalization of time through the inventions of the
clock and the calendar ‘disembedded’ time from its relationship with place. Although the
transformation of modernity engaged by post-colonial discourse involves an appropriation
of dominant notions of time and space, it often reinstalls (by various means, such as
transporting local experiences of temporality into literary and testimonial texts) the
importance of the connections between time and place, thus ‘refilling’ space emptied by
modernity.



CHAPTER 3

‘Primitive and wingless’

The colonial subject as child

The central strategy in transformations of colonial culture is the seizing
of self-representation. This is why post-colonial theory regards the
phenomenon of culture as so important, for underlying all economic,
political and social resistance is the struggle over representation which
occurs in language, writing and other forms of cultural production. So
powerful is the effect of colonial representation that it can become, as
Said forcefully demonstrates in Orientalism, the way in which the colon-
ized see themselves, and this can effect all social and political inter-
change. Orientalism remains the classic instance of this discursive
construction. The particular ‘textual attitude’ of the Orientalist produces
an influential version of ’knowledge” which achieves the status of truth
by virtue of the cultural power of the knower. Such ‘truth” becomes an
infinite rehearsal of tropes such as exoticism, mystery, cunning, devious-
ness, which all place the Oriental as the other of Europe.

However, while it has become the classic demonstration of power/
knowledge, Orientalism can be seen as a useful model for a wide range
of imperial control over representation. The habitual tropes characteristic
of a particular textual attitude come to stand, virtually, as received truth,
as knowledge of the world. Long before the surge of Orientalist discourse
in the late eighteenth century, the colonized other was represented in
terms of tropes which invariably justified imperial rule, no matter how
benign it saw itself to be. In this process, no trope has been more
tenacious and more far-reaching than that of the child. When we examine
the historical power of imperial discourse to represent the other, what
strikes us is not so much the ubiquity, the totality and hegemony of that
process as its astonishing capacity to mask its own contradictions. The
trope of the child, both explicitly and implicitly, offered a unique tool
for managing the profound ambivalence of imperialism, because it
absorbed and suppressed the contradictions of imperial discourse itself.

As a child, the colonial subject is both inherently evil and potentially
good, thus submerging the moral conflict of colonial occupation and
locating in the child of empire a naturalization of the ‘parent’s’ own
contradictory impulses for exploitation and nurture. The child, at once
both other and same, holds in balance the contradictory tendencies of
imperial rhetoric: authority is held in balance with nurture; domination
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with enlightenment; debasement with idealization; negation with af-
firmation; exploitation with education; filiation with affiliation. This
ability to absorb contradiction gives the binary parent/child an inordi-
nately hegemonic potency.

The child became important to the discourse of empire because the
invention of childhood itself in European society was coterminous with
the invention of that other notion of supreme importance to imperialism:
race. Jo-Ann Wallace claims that ‘an idea of “the child” is a necessary
precondition of imperialism — that is, that the West had to invent for itself
“the child” before it could think a specifically colonialist imperialism’
(1994: 176). But it was the cross-fertilization between the concepts of
childhood and primitivism that enabled these terms to emerge as mutu-
ally important concepts in imperial discourse. The eighteenth century,
which saw the emergence of the child as a philosophical concept, also
saw the emergence of race as a category of physical and biological
variation. Whereas ‘race’ could not exist without racism, that is, the need
to establish a hierarchy of difference, the idea of the child dilutes the
hostility inherent in that taxonomy and offers a ‘natural’ justification for
imperial dominance over subject peoples.

In his book The Future of Science, written in 1848, Ernest Renan
outlined the principles of the philological study which were to occupy
his career. Posing six questions for the philologer — the ethnographic;
chronological; geographical; physiological; psychological and historical —
he includes under the psychological question the need to apprehend ‘the
condition of mankind and of the human intellect at the first stages of its
existence’ (Renan, 1891: 150). In order to understand those races of
mankind at the earliest stages of development, such an investigator

must be thoroughly versed in the experimental study of the child and
the first exercise of its reason, in the experimental study of the savage,
consequently he must be extensively acquainted with the literature of
the great travellers, and as much as possible have travelled himself
among the primitive peoples which are fast disappearing from the face
of the earth. (ibid.)

The connection between the child and the savage in Renan’s mind is
focused in the common and growing assumption — soon to be cemented
in nineteenth-century thinking by Darwin - that the races existed on a
hierarchy of evolutionary stages. In a prophetic assertion, he says, ‘I am
convinced that there is a science of the origins of mankind’ (ibid.), and in
his formulation the very psychology of the child and the savage in such
a ‘science’ is interchangeable.

When we examine the theory of the most influential Western thinkers
of the post-Enlightenment revolution — Darwin, Marx and Freud - we
discover the almost intransigent persistence of this link between child-
hood and primitivism. Marrouchi (1991: 56 passim) points out how
childhood innocence which served as ‘the prototype of primitive com-
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munism is one of Marx’s main contributions to the theory of progress,
which he conceptualises as a movement from prehistory to history and
from infantile or low-level communism to adult communism’. Similarly,
he argues that a ‘less influential cultural role was played by some of
Freud’s early disciples who went out to “primitive” societies to pursue
the homology between primitivism and infantility” (ibid.: 58).

One of the most influential outcomes of this link was the emergence
in the late nineteenth century of the concept of ‘development’ by which
non-European states were to be permanently constituted as lacking.
While the term ‘development’ came into the English language in the
eighteenth century with its original meaning conveying a sense of
unfolding over time, development understood as a preoccupation of
public and international policy to improve welfare and to produce
governable subjects is of much more recent provenance (Watts, 1993).
The two meanings of the term are connected by the link between
primitivism and infantility and the need for ‘maturation” and ‘growth’
in both. Development not only linked the child and the primitive but
marked the transformation from colonial empire into ‘developing world’.
Development, a concept of the post-war (post-independence) period,
manages to encapsulate the precise ambivalence which imperialism
contained by means of the dualism of child and primitive. It is generally
recognized that due to their deep Eurocentrism and dismissal of the
colonized world as ‘lacking’, Western development models have all but
completely collapsed.

This link between childhood and primitivism persists to the present
day. In a recent introduction to language, a chapter on the origin of
language, a topic which continues to fascinate linguists because it cannot
be anything but pure speculation, demonstrates how the link between
childhood and primitivism persists:

The first articulate word pronounced by a child is often something like
da, ma, na, ba, ga or wa. . .. When the child first attempts to copy words
used by adults, he at first tends to produce words of this form, so that
‘grandfather’ may be rendered as gaga, ‘thank you’ as tata, and ‘water’
as wawa. This explains why, in so many languages, the nursery words
for mother and father are mama or dada or baba or something similar:
there is no magic inner connexion [sic] between the idea of parenthood
and words of this form: these just happen to be the first articulated
sounds that the child makes. ... Such words may also have been the first
utterances of primitive man. . . .

The languages of primitive peoples, and the history of languages in
literate times, may throw some light on the origin of language by
suggesting what elements in it are the most archaic. (Barber, 1964: 25;
emphasis is added)

Where did this persistent link between primitivism and infantility
come from? We can see in the invention of childhood itself in post-
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medieval society the very factors which make it so amenable to imperial
rhetoric. Childhood (that is, the idea of the child as ontologically differ-
ent from an adult) only emerged in Western society after the invention
of the printing press, when the subsequent spread of literacy had created
a clear division between child and adult which could only be bridged by
a more systematic form of education (Ariés, 1962: 47). In the same way,
for imperialism, the idea of literacy and education, even where these
were imposed on already literate societies, represented a defining separ-
ation between the civilized and the barbarous nations. We can see in the
gap between childhood and adulthood created by the emergence of
literacy in post-medieval culture a precise corollary of the gap between
the imperial centre and the illiterate, barbarous, childlike races of empire.
The strategies of surveillance, correction and instruction which lie at the
heart of the child’s education transfer effortlessly into the disciplinary
enterprise of empire.

Just as ‘childhood’ began in European culture with the task of learning
how to read, so education and literacy become crucial in the imperial
expansion of Europe, establishing ideological supremacy, inculcating the
values of the colonizer, and separating the ‘adult’ colonizing races from
the ‘childish’ colonized. Literacy and education reinforce the existence of
the very gap they are designed to close, the gap between colonizer and
colonized, civilized and primitive; in short, the gap between adult and
child. They do this because education is always on the terms of an adult
consciousness to which the colonial subject can never aspire. Literature,
for instance, the most potent and evocative representation of European
values, becomes a supreme vehicle for withholding cultural adulthood
at the very moment it is offered.

While childhood and primitivism developed interchangeably, the
concept of the child became of great importance to the imperial enter-
prise because it actually embodied a contradiction which enabled it to
absorb the contradictions of imperial rule. This contradiction becomes
most explicit in the ideas of Locke and Rousseau. Locke’s greatest
influence on the theory of childhood was his idea that at birth the mind
is a blank tabula rasa, a state of affairs which placed a heavy responsibility
on parents and schoolmasters for what is eventually written on the mind
(Locke, 1693), particularly because the sense inherited from the Puritans
was that ‘though his body be small, yet he hath a [wrongdoing] heart,
and is altogether inclined to evil,” (Illick, 1974: 316-17). The concept of a
tabula rasa has been of great significance in the imperial enterprise
because the negation of colonial space was a necessary preparation for
the civilizing processes of colonization. When Captain Cook declared
Australia to be a Terra Nullius, he was making an explicit geographical
use of Locke’s notion of the tabula rasa, a use which remains important
to the imperial process to the present day, because of its potential, its
unformedness, its amenability to inscription, despite its inherent menace.

When H. M. Stanley looked west towards the Congo in 1877 he sent



40 ON POST-COLONIAL FUTURES

to the New York Herald a report which remains a consummate example
of the ambivalence of imperial negation and desire: ‘The largest half of
Africa one wide enormous blank — a region of fable and mystery - a
continent of dwarfs and cannibals and gorillas, through which the great
river flowed on its unfulfilled mission to the Atlantic’ (Spurr, 1994: 92).
Stanley sees an absence which is also a region of imagination and desire,
a tabula rasa on which imperialism can fulfil its mission. It is at the same
time the uninscribed, a land of fabulous possibility, and a land of the
barbarous and sub-human. The unformedness of colonial space is the
geographic metaphor of the savage mind; both consciousness and space
form the childlike innocence which is the natural surface of imperial
inscription. This process of inscription is not merely metaphoric, because
it is in writing itself that place is constructed out of empty space, and it
is in the control of representation and the dissemination of this control
in literacy and education that the colonial subject is subdued.

The polar opposite of Locke’s view of the child in the eighteenth
century is that of Rousseau, who saw the child as important because
childhood is the stage of life when man most closely approximates the
‘state of nature’. Whereas Locke sees the child as a tablet, an unwritten
book, Rousseau sees it as a wild plant, and the child and primitive man
are explicitly linked in his philosophy. Of course Rousseau was not the
originator of the noble savage concept; Montaigne’s essay ‘On cannibals’
written in 1580 (Florio, 1603: 217-32) suggested that the cannibals live in
an Edenic state of purity and simplicity ‘still governed by natural laws
and very little corrupted by our own’ (Cheyfitz, 1991). However it is in
Rousseau’s writing that the unspoiled child and the natural man come
together as interchangeable and mutually supportive concepts. The
innocent and unspoiled state of colonial space co-exists with its character
as a tabula rasa in the literature of empire. In Haggard’s Allan Quartermain
the adventurers discover a people in a feudal monarchy resembling
Britain’s own days of infancy. They ‘know nothing about steam, elec-
tricity or gun powder, and mercifully for themselves nothing about
printing or the penny post’ (Haggard, 1887: 177). Idealized though this
state may be, it becomes the perfect surface for the inscription of imperial
adventure and maturity.

The sense of childhood as a time of unformed nature and almost
unlimited potential comes to characterize narrative perceptions of the
empire’s own project of expansion and growth. It is the idyllic and
uncontaminated nature of colonial space which makes it, for Rider
Haggard, the domain of youthful adventure. As Gail Ching-Liang Low
points out, ‘because childhood represents a world of innocence uncor-
rupted by age and civilization; the boy child is necessarily the only
figure capable of inheriting or founding, this blank new (colonial) world’
(Low, 1995: 45). In Haggard, there is an identification with the (boy)
child which firmly privileges the innocence and potentiality of the
colonial experience itself. In this Rousseauean use of the child the
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exploitation of imperialism is even more firmly suppressed. The adult
man remembering himself as a boy engages in a narrative of enchant-
ment which may be read forward as inheritance, or backward as memory
and history. This simultaneous reading backward and forward ‘both
recovers childhood experiences and produces a dream which enables the
boy/man and the man/boy to secure an inheritance of patriarchy and
empire ‘(ibid.). The romance of youthful adventure was transformed, in
the work of J. A. Froude, into a hope for racial regeneration. Overseas
colonies could be the means of regenerating the English race which
might ‘renew its mighty youth, bring forth as many millions as it would
and still have means to breed and rear them strong as the best which
she had produced in her early prime’ (Froude, 1886: 8-9).

The amenability of imperial adventure to a recovery of childhood was
intensified by the Industrial Revolution’s profound attack upon child-
hood itself, an attack mounted by subordinating the concept of the child
as one who could be educated into adulthood, to one who could provide
a source of cheap labour. Charles Dickens’ reputation as an exposer of
the reign of terror inflicted on the children of the poor by the Industrial
Revolution is well established, but the Industrial Revolution could not
destroy the concept of childhood because this was kept alive by the
upper and middle classes. The concomitant growth in the Victorian
idealization of the child and the brutalization of the actual children of
the working class is a contradiction manifestly suppressed within the
discourse of childhood. Indeed, one of the prime effects of that decay
produced by the Industrial Revolution was the desire for moral, physical
and racial regeneration which underlay the imperial adventures of Rider
Haggard, Kipling and Stevenson.

Locke’s metaphor of the child as a blank page, an unwritten book,
makes the explicit connection between adulthood and print, for civiliza-
tion and maturity are printed on the tablet of the child’s mind. For him
the child is an unformed person who, through literacy, education, reason,
self-control and shame, may be made into a civilized adult. For Rous-
seau, the unformed child possesses capacities for candour, understand-
ing, curiosity and spontaneity which must be preserved or rediscovered.
In the tension between these two views we find encapsulated the
inherent contradiction of imperial representations of the colonial subject.

Both views, however, justified the paternal actions of imperial forma-
tion, because the blank slate of colonial space, like the tabula rasa of the
unformed child, or the innocence of nature, is an absence of meaning
itself. Neither the child nor the colonial subject can have access to
meaning outside the processes of civilization and education which bring
them into being, even when that meaning is one of an idyllic pre-formed,
pre-industrial innocence. Until they are ‘inscribed” by being brought into
inscription, introduced to literacy and education, they cannot be ‘read’
in any meaningful way. The child, then, signifying a blank slate, an
innocent of nature, a subject of exotic possibility and moral instruction,
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as well as a barbarous and unsettling primitive, suggests an almost
endlessly protean capacity for inscription and meaning.

The erasure of colonial space also involves a negation of pre-colonial
history, as we see when Hegel notoriously employs the link between
childhood and primitivism to negate the history of Africa:

Africa proper, as far as History goes back, has remained - for all
purposes of connection with the rest of the World - shut up; it is the
Gold-land compressed within itself — the land of childhood, which
lying beyond the day of self conscious history, is enveloped in the dark
mantle of Night. (Hegel 1956: 91)

Africa, like the consciousness of the individual African, is locked in the
period of childhood before the dawn of imperial discourse, its erasure a
necessary preliminary for the inscription of world reality by history.
Such is the power of this discourse that today, as Dipesh Chakrabarty
says, all histories, whether ‘Chinese’ or ‘Kenyan’, ‘tend to become
variations on a master narrative that could be called “the history of
Europe”’ (1992: 1). Africa can only be brought out of the dark mantle of
night when it is brought into the history of Europe. Childhood, then,
imbues the negation of colonial history with the possibility of an adult-
hood which will never come in any form other than an image of the
West.

The child and imperialism

The flourishing children’s literature of the Victorian period is a rich
demonstration of the suppression and absorption of dominant class and
race attitudes. Jo-Ann Wallace demonstrates how the 1984 Puffin Classic
edition of Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies 1863 not only abridges the
text to remove race and class references offensive to contemporary tastes,
but more importantly operates to ‘de-historicize and depoliticize the
figure of “the child” and to put under erasure a history of strategic
colonialist investment in the figure’ (Wallace, 1994: 182). Furthermore,
The Water-Babies, like Kingsley’s lectures at the time, argues for the
salvation of children for the sake of colonial imperialism, but a mark of
the success of imperial rhetoric is its success in universalizing the concept
of the child. Childhood becomes a universal ‘urmarked by class, place
or history’ (ibid.).

The effect of this is to lend a remarkably powerful ambiguity to
representations of race, as the incorporation of the figure of the child
became ubiquitous in Victorian representations of empire and its rela-
tions with its subject peoples. These representations borrowed their
imagery of subordination ‘from an area in which subordination was
legitimized - that of the family’ (Griffiths, 1983: 173). Talk in terms of
dependence, of development, of benevolent and paternal supervision
and of the ‘child’ or ‘childlike’ qualities of the ‘primitive’ peoples,
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mirrored the clear and unquestioned hierarchical structure of power
relations which pertained to the middle-class Victorian family.

The link between childhood and savagery is found everywhere in the
post-Darwinian writings of Victorian travellers and explorers. In 1872,
Richard Burton wrote that the tribesman of Eastern Africa ‘seems to
belong to one of those childish races which, never rising to man’s estate,
fall like worn-out links from the great chain of animated nature’ (1872:
280). Such people were, he contended, the slaves of impulse, wilful
passion and instinct. The ambiguity of the Africans’ childlike primitivism
was firmly located, for the Victorians, in a supposed lack of sexual
restraint, which was as much a sign of a dangerous and unbridled
savagery as it was that of an undisciplined, ‘pre-civilized” immaturity. It
was in this context, suggests Christine Bolt, that ‘allegations of the
childishness of African peoples were brought into play’ (1971: 137).
Lionel Phillips, who described the South African ‘Kaffirs’ as a ‘complex
mixture of treachery and cunning, fierceness and brutality, childlike
simplicity and quick-wittedness’, concluded that such people ‘require a
master, and respect justice, and firmness: generosity is a quality they do
not understand’ (cited in Bolt, 1971: 137). The geographer T. Griffith
Taylor developed a slightly more complex racial typology which distin-
guished the ‘black’, ‘white” and ‘yellow’ races in terms of maturity:

The childlike behaviour of the Negro has often been referred to as a
primitive characteristic. The white races are versatile, gay, and invent-
ive — all attributes of youth. The yellow races are grave, meditative,
and melancholic — which possibly indicates their more mature position
in the evolution of races. (1919: 300)

Taylor’s theory was the product of a kind of moral climatology which
linked ethnic constitution and racial character to climatic circumstance.
Childhood, laziness and indolence were the products of an enervating
climate, while maturity, industry and drive developed from the more
healthy European conditions.

Needless to say, such attitudes became strategic in the administration
of colonial possessions. In his speech in support of the Glen Grey Bill in
1894, Cecil Rhodes announced to the House of Assembly in Cape Town
that:

As to the question of voting, we say that the natives are in a sense
citizens, but not altogether citizens — they are still children. . . .

Now I say the natives are children. They are just emerging from
barbarism. . . .

To us annexation was an obligation, whereas to the natives it will
be a positive relief, for they will be freed from a seething cauldron of
barbarian atrocities. (Rhodes 1900: 380, 383, 396)

What we may find most interesting in these unsurprising sentiments of
Rhodes is the ease with which the imagery shifts from childhood to
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barbarity. Fatherhood and despotism were not regarded as sitting uneas-
ily together and the ambivalent nature of the child ‘altogether disposed
to evil’ (as Locke would have it), a subject in need of control and
instruction, becomes even more firmly situated in the project of imperial
control.

The connection between filiation and authority in colonial rhetoric
and practice, the continual and virtually obsessive debasement of the
colonized subject, arises, suggests David Spurr, ‘not simply from fear
and the recognition of difference but also, on another level, from a desire
for and identification with the Other which must be resisted’ (1994: 80).
The child, then, is the image which normalizes this threatening identi-
fication with the other because its ambivalent and ‘naturally’ subordinate
status, while serving as the pretext for imperial conquest and domina-
tion, is also that which continually mediates the tension between identity
and difference: the child is both pre-formed self and repudiated other.
This is precisely the dilemma Marlowe encounters when he looks into
the savagery of the heart of darkness: ‘what thrilled you was just the
thought of their humanity - like yours - the thought of your remote
kinship with this wild and passionate uproar’ (Conrad, 1902: 69).

The child as colonial ‘abject’

Hegel's identification of childhood within the ‘dark mantle of night’
rather than at the ‘dawn’ of civilization alerts us to the radical instability
of the metaphor of childhood. In this tension between unformed self and
repudiated other, the child embodies the crisis of colonial subjectivity
which we can conceptualize in Kristeva’s notion of the ‘abject” (1982).
The abject and its variants, such as filth, defilement, incest and sin, mark
the boundary of the self and therefore constitute the limits of the
speaking subject:

The abiject is neither the subject nor the object.. .. It represents the
crisis of the subject ... insofar as it would not yet be, or would no
longer be separated from the object. Its limits would no longer be
established. It would be constantly menaced by possible collapse into
an object. It would lose definition. It is a question then, of a precarious
state in which the subject is menaced by the possibility of collapsing
into a chaos of indifference. (Kristeva, 1983: 39)

It is in its precarious existence somewhere between the subject and
object of the parental gaze that the child seems to represent the crisis of
abjection. Although we do not think of the child as being involved in the
excessive repudiation directed at the other by imperial discourse, the
image of the child in fact offers a filiative myth by which this repudiation
can be justified; for it is always a repudiation of the not yet formed, the
primitive but always imminently possible subject; it is a repudiation in
the guise of paternity. Yet it is even more subtle than this, for the colonial
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child is not simply the abject, but occupies that interstitial space in which
there is a constant slippage between abjection and subjectivity.

The central concept of colonial abjection is cannibalism — the absolute
sign of the other in imperial thought. It was invented by Christopher
Columbus, three centuries before the invention of race, and it is the
central trope of the colonial myth of savagery. A century after Columbus,
Montaigne attempted to articulate its contradictions by describing the
childlike innocence of the cannibal, but it is in Robinson Crusoe that the
slippage becomes clearer. When Crusoe saves Friday from being killed
and eaten he is appalled to discover Friday’s own base instincts:

I found Friday had still a hankering Stomach after some of the Flesh,
and was still a Cannibal in his Nature; but I discovered so much
Abhorrence at the very thought of it . . . I had by some means let him
know, that I would kill him if he offer’d it. (Defoe, 1719: 150)

Crusoe feels justified in killing Friday rather than allow him to indulge
in an act which breaches the bounds of humanity itself. Thus at this
point abjection (cannibalism) and death are contiguous in the mind of
the colonist. However, Crusoe finds Friday undeserving of any suspicion
and reflects:

But I needed have none of all this Precaution; for never Man had a
more faithful, loving, sincere Servant, than Friday was to me; without
Passions, Sullenness or Designs, perfectly oblig’d and engag’d; his very
Affections were ty'd to me, like those of a Child to a Father; and I dare
say he would have sacrific’'d his Life for the saving of mine upon any
occasion whatsoever. (ibid.: 151)

As a child, Friday is prepared to give his life willingly. The interaction
here between cannibalism, childhood and death is a complex demon-
stration of the ambivalence of subjectivity which childhood itself is
designed to resolve. The child, like the abject, is constructed at the limits
of subjectivity itself, the primitive, child of empire inhabiting the liminal
space at which subjectivity and death intersect. There is a constant
slippage between abjection and filiation; that is why Kipling can refer to
the native in ‘The White Man’s Burden’ as ‘half devil and half child’
(1899: 323). However, most importantly, this process shows that rather
than a site of formation, the child is, in imperial rhetoric, already the site
of transformation as it slips between abjection and subjectivity, and this is
critical to post-colonial interventions into the trope.

An example of the tension between the child and the ‘cannibal’ can be
found in The Tempest where Prospero’s child, Miranda, adopts her
father’s revulsion towards Caliban, Prospero’s slave. Here the clarity of
the split between the child and the monster is complicated by the fact
that Miranda herself, by virtue of her subordination to Prospero’s
discourse, and the commodification of her virginity by Prospero’s
ambition, is as much Prospero’s subject as Caliban (see this volume,
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Chapter 6). Furthermore, it is clear that, despite the slave’s monstrosity,
the relationship between Prospero and Caliban has had the seeds of filial
dependence: ‘When thou cam’st first,/ Thou strok’st me and made much
of me’ (I, ii, 333-4), says Caliban. The apparent lack of contradiction in
the figures of child and primitive in this play can be seen to be a
historical consequence of the uncontradictory and openly exploitative
relationship between Britain and the Americas in the period of Eliza-
bethan exploration, but Miranda, the child, embodies the ambivalence of
the colonial relationship that will become all the more contradictory as
the rhetoric of Britain’s civilizing mission increases. At this formative
period in Britain’s imperial expansion she is already the site of an
ambivalent and transformative relationship between the empire and its
subjects.

In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon makes the point that the treatment
of the black as a child stems from the myth that the Negro is ‘the link
between monkey and man — meaning, of course, white man’ (1952: 30).
The treatment of the Negro as a child is the natural outgrowth of an
assumption of black primitivism. ‘A white man addressing a Negro
behaves exactly like an adult with a child and starts smirking, whisper-
ing, patronizing, cozening. It is not one white man I have watched but
hundreds . .. [including] physicians, policemen, employers’ (ibid.: 31). In
Fanon'’s view it is the internalizing of this relationship which leads to the
pathology of the colonial subject, in turn leading to the widespread
appropriation of language and other dominant cultural forms as a form
of parent identification.

The link between abjection and death is ubiquitous in imperial dis-
course, for indeed such abjection is the condition which justifies various
forms of genocide. This is why the image of the child becomes so
powerful. For the child represses the liminal intersection of subjectivity
and death and transforms the abject into a subject of change, which, in
imperial rhetoric is always a sign of growth, maturity and development.
This leads to a further dimension in the relationship between imperial
adult and colonial child, the moral obligation expressed in the mythology
of liberation.

This contiguity of filiation and abjection can be seen in a speech
delivered by Teddy Roosevelt before he became President in 1901. ‘The
object lesson of expansion’, he declared,

is that peace must be brought about in the world’s waste spaces. . . .
Peace cannot be had until the civilized nations have expanded in some
shape over the barbarous nations. .. . It is our duty toward the people
living in barbarism to see that they are freed from their chains . .. and
we can free them only by destroying barbarism itself. (Beale, 1956: 32,
34)

It is fascinating that we find in this consummate imperial exhortation the
same tropes found in Stanley’s description of Africa: blankness (the
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world’s waste spaces); abjection (the barbarous nations); and exotic
possibility (freed from their chains), all driven by the moral respons-
ibility of paternity. Given its capitalist motives, the immensity of this
fabrication is breathtaking, and the full force of its contradiction is
invested in the sentence ‘and we can free them only by destroying
barbarism itself’, which can only be achieved by putting them back into
colonial chains.

How can imperialism manage to contain this huge and disabling
contradiction? I believe it does so in the concept of paternity and the
transfer of the disciplinary regime of education to the colonial subject.
For dominance, adulthood, paternity is accompanied by its moral imper-
ative, which hinges firmly on the dominance of the Anglo-Saxon race.
The myth of the child therefore promises the development of the
primitive unformed subject into the ‘self” while at the same time main-
taining that subject as the abject other, the object of imperial rule. The
moral crusade of empire brings with it the critical experience of shame
to the abject barbarous nations, for this is the condition which most
clearly separates the childlike primitive from the adult, and manages to
keep the shameful colonized subject in a position of abjection.! In these
ways exploitation and debasement are continually suppressed and
absorbed into the universal conditions of paternity and filiation.

Filiation and Affiliation have become very useful terms for describing
the ways in which colonized societies are compliantly linked to imperial
culture. These societies may replace filiative connections to indigenous
cultural traditions with affiliations to the social, political and cultural
institutions of empire. However, there is a different affiliative trajectory
constantly at work in colonized societies, an implicit network of assump-
tions, values and expectations which continually places and replaces the
colonized subject in a filiative relationship with the colonizer. Put simply,
affiliation invokes an image of the imperial culture as a parent, linked in
a filiative relationship with the colonized ‘child’; empire may be the
oppressor but she is still the mother. Thus, while filiation gives birth to
affiliation, in colonized societies the reverse is also true. The affiliations
with hegemonic culture continually reproduce the representation of the
subject as the child of empire.

I mention this concept of Said’s because the distinction between
filiation and affiliation has often been misunderstood, with some colonies
being referred to as ‘filiative’ and others as ‘affiliative’, thus forming a
spurious distinction between ‘inauthentic’ and ‘authentic’ post-colonial
societies; but the filiative construction of the colonized subject as a child
of empire works in all colonies as a product of affiliation. It does this
because the concept of the child is already deeply ambivalent, its
exclusions no less complete for the effectiveness of its filiative metaphors.
The child is primitive, pre-literate, educable, formed and forming in the
image of the parent. There are no colonies which are primitive without
being childlike in their amenability to instruction; there are no colonies
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which are sons and daughters of empire without being marginal, negated
and debased to some extent. This is because the very existence of empire
itself rests upon the security of its binary logic of centre and margin
through which filiation and affiliation continually reproduce one
another.

Post-colonlal discourse and the child

What is the response of post-colonial societies to this ambivalence of
abjection and filiation? This fits our broader enquiry into how post-
colonial societies transform the tropes by which they are constituted as
‘other’ by imperial discourse. On the face of it, one would expect the
reversal of the child trope and its replacement by images of adulthood,
as regularly occurs in the early stages of nationalism, but this strategy is
by no means the most successful form of counter-discourse. What we
notice in the appropriation of the image of the child in post-colonial
discourse is a familiar tension between what we might call ‘nationalist’
and more subtly heterogeneous responses to the ‘parenthood’ of empire.
The post-colonial discussion of nationalism is extensive because this
originary and most strategic phase of anti-colonial politics is invariably
caught in the binarism of imperial control even while rejecting that
control. In Derrida’s terms, nationalism reverses the imperial binary
without erasing it. Thus the nationalist governments of newly independ-
ent states have, time and again, simply inherited both the administrative
infrastructure and the ideological dynamic of imperial control. This can
often be the most damaging consequence of decolonization: sovereignty
is transferred to the colonized without being transformed.

This tendency may be a key to understanding the inordinate import-
ance of ‘founding fathers’ in colonial nationalisms: father figures such as
Nehru, Kenyatta, Senghore, Nkrumah, Banda and Mandela (Ahluwalia,
1996: 46). The appropriation of the infrastructure, bureaucracy and class
dynamic implicit in colonial administrations is accompanied by an
appropriation of the mythology and representation of parenthood in the
figure of the founding father. It may be the absence of such a figure in
settler colonies which makes their post-colonial nationalisms so anxious,
so pervasive and persistent. I will choose three examples — from Austra-
lia, Kenya and the Caribbean - to demonstrate that while they are each
quite different in their cultural traditions and practices, they all share
similar strategic responses to imperial interpellation, and similar prob-
lems in those responses. This is contentious because an assertion of
similarity invariably draws the accusation of an eliding of cultural
difference. However, post-colonial societies share strategies of resistance
regardless of the radical specificity and differences between local cultures
themselves.

The first scene finds Henry Lawson standing in his school yard as a
boy, looking at the sun in the north in winter (1903: 16). He has
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discovered in a geography class that in winter the sun is supposed to be
in the south. His textbook is meant for colonial Ireland, but, like the Royal
Reader series, has been distributed throughout the empire. The teacher
has explained the reason for the error but, to the young Lawson, it is not
the geography text that is wrong but rather that he is living in the wrong
place. Colonial space is negated in Lawson'’s classroom just as surely as it
is in Stanley’s view of Africa. Education for the settler colonial is an entry
to a fractured and dissonant world, for this, the pathway from childhood
to adulthood, shows that value and reality itself lie somewhere else,
indeed this is the inscriptive function of colonial education. The national-
ism of the 1990s in Australia is metonymized by the experience of the
young Lawson; an attempt to secure his own body and the sun itself in
place, to replace the alienated, abject body in real space.

This desire is itself deeply ambivalent, for as Lacan points out, the
desire of the child for the mother is the desire to exist in the mother’s
gaze, and this is the metonym of desire itself. All desire is a metaphor
for the desire to be. Such a desire underlies the entire principle of colonial
nationalism; that which erects itself as a mode of oppositionality and
resistance is in fact a construction of colonial desire. The nation desires
its difference in the gaze of the grande autre, but that desire itself means
that nationalism cannot be anything but the reproduction of empire, the
reproduction of the mother. A fundamental insight of Said’s Orientalism
is that the colonized subject, whether oppositional or complicit, finds it
difficult to construct its difference outside the terms of the binarism
already established by imperial discourse. Such is the power of the
orientalist or imperialist ‘text’.

Indeed, the image of the child achieves a peculiar potency in Australia
as an overt symbol of the nation, in repeated images of Australia itself
as a child in the popular press, such as the little boy from Manly in the
Bulletin. Two centuries after the first European landing, this character-
ization remains firm; Australia is still a ‘young country’; but it is in the
myth of the ‘lost child” that the full weight of Australian displacement is
encapsulated (see Pierce, 1999). Newspaper reports in the late nineteenth
century and the novels of Henry Kingsley, Marcus Clarke, Joseph Furphy
and the poetry of Henry Lawson seem obsessed by the story of the child
who wanders away from the ‘battlers’ hut in the bush never to be found
again. It is a myth which re-emerges in various forms in the twentieth
century as well. This is because the child in the bush symbolizes so well
the drama of colonial displacement, a sign of the vulnerability of a
society dominated imaginatively, if not in reality, with the struggle for
survival against the land it is trying to reinscribe with its own post-
colonial reality. The child of this myth is the child of empire whether the
story is appropriated by loyalists or nationalists, because its mythic
drama is above all a drama of difference and possibility, a drama of
emergence. The drama of the lost child narrates in mythic form the
experience of Henry Lawson looking up from his textbook to the sun
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and feeling he is in the wrong place. Both these uses of the child find
themselves locked in the subordinating gaze of empire.

The second scene finds Njoroge, the hero of Ngugi’s novel Weep Not,
Child, looking at a sign nailed to his schoolhouse wall by the Mau Mau,
threatening to kill the headmaster if the school does not close. Njoroge
represents Kenya itself, a child torn between empire and traditional
culture, between Mau Mau resistance and colonial education. The first
child of his family to go to school, Njoroge sees in the benefits of empire
the very means of separation from the parent:

Through all this, Njoroge was still sustained by his love for, and belief
in education and his own role when the time came. . . . Only education
could make something out of this wreckage. He became more faithful
to his studies. He would one day use all his learning to fight the white
man, for he would continue the work that his father had started.
(Ngugi, 1964: 92-3)

Njoroge’s determination to appropriate the discursive tools of empire is
here motivated by his acceptance of the explicit racial binarism set up by
imperialism. Behind this response is a sense of the separation of white
and black which is explicated in Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952),
in JanMohamed’s concept of the ‘Manichean allegory’ of empire (1983,
1985), or in Senghor’s notion of ‘Négritude’ (1966). In this sense Njoroge’s
opposition is much less complicated than Henry Lawson’s, but using
colonial education to resist colonial rule is just as problematic as using
the imperial language itself; it might be seen to be an attempt to assert
‘adulthood’” by invoking the very binarism it is rejecting. This is the
problem of Négritude, but it is also the problem of settler colony nation-
alism. Njoroge sees education as an access to liberation, which is the
way it is presented by imperial discourse itself. Does this, then, implicate
the post-colonial subject in imperial discourse in a way that suppresses
opposition? Is Njoroge doomed to reproduce himself in the image of the
empire? Does he represent the very danger Ngugi himself attempted to
avoid by eventually refusing to write in English?

Ngugi might have agreed with Audre Lorde that ‘the master’s tools
will never dismantle the master’s house’ (1981), or with Gayatri Spivak
that ‘the subaltern cannot speak’ (1988); but, in fact, the activity of post-
colonial intellectuals has demonstrated time and again that the most
effective transformation of imperial control has been achieved by pre-
cisely that: the appropriation of the discursive tools of empire. This is
where the binary logic of empire falters, for education, while it takes the
child away from tradition, also gives the child the tools to reinscribe an
equally ambivalent and hybrid, but assertive, post-colonial reality. Thus
the child is launched into a future created by its seizing of the oppor-
tunity offered by empire.

The third scene also occurs in the classroom, when we find Jamaica
Kincaid rereading Charles Kingsley’s Water-Babies.
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Once upon a time there was a little chimney sweep whose name was
Tom. ...

You, of course would have been very cold sitting there on a
September night, without the least bit of clothes on your wet back; but
Tom was a water-baby, and therefore felt cold no more than a fish.
(1908: 20)

Here is a moment of interpellation even more powerful than Henry
Lawson’s geography text. Who is this ‘you’ called forth by the text, the
young Antiguan girl who may never have seen a chimney, or the middle-
class Victorian child reader? To whom are Kingsley’s reformist senti-
ments directed? Surely not this hybrid subject who can have no part of
the scheme of racial regeneration which The Water-Babies addresses. How
evocatively this passage demonstrates the function of denying ‘adult-
hood’ at the moment it is offered.

The very exposure of this process of interpellation is a part of the
counter-discursive activity of the text. Kincaid writes back to The Water-
Babies to contest the power of that text to construct her while revealing
its capacity to do so. ‘I am primitive, wingless’, she says, suggesting
someone who is at the pupal stage of insect development and the pupil
stage of education; speaking for colonial subjects all over the empire in
their inscription by imperial discourse. By inserting herself into the
action of the text as a reader, by articulating her childhood and potenti-
ality, she undermines the power of empire to negate her subjectivity.
Writing back to the canon, she unsettles its impervious presentation of
universal humanity by exposing its contradictions. This ambivalence
lying at the heart of imperial discourse and embedded in the image of
the child becomes, in the post-colonial text, an empowering ambivalent
(two-powered) capacity to interpolate subjectivity into the dominant
discourse.

These three scenes, so very different culturally, are all wrestling with
similar problems of imperial interpellation and discursive negation. Each
focuses on the child as a sign of colonial subjectivity and its formation
through education. Each uses a particular form of counter-discursive
strategy; but each achieves its power by interpolating itself into the
dominant discourse, with all the problems that this entails. Like most
features of imperial rhetoric, the trope of the child provides a focus of
resistance by intimating a different kind of cultural trajectory.

The disappearance of childhood

If child and empire are so deeply interrelated, what of the present ‘post-
imperial’ or neo-colonial era? Is the child of empire disappearing? Neil
Postman’s engaging view is that childhood itself is disappearing - the
invention of electricity having removed the gap between adulthood and
childhood established long ago by the printing press. Television has
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opened all the tabooed subjects of adulthood to a child audience, and
thus removed the boundary between the two states, while the power of
the televised image has produced a race of ‘child/adult’ consumers.

Whatever the merits of this theory, it alerts us to the perception of a
similar change in the nature of imperialism in this century. Colonial
imperialism utilized the concept and implications of childhood to con-
firm a binarism between colonizer and colonized; a relationship which
induced compliance to the cultural dominance of Europe. Colonizer and
colonized were separated by literacy and education, the very means by
which imperial discourse aimed to close the gap between them. This
separation was confirmed by the existence of geographical boundaries,
and eventually by nationality, which operated as clear material signifiers
of an identity bestowed by the imperial process. The gap between
colonizing parent and colonized child has been masked by globalization
and the indiscriminate, transnational character of neo-colonialism. The
neo-colonial subject cannot be situated by literacy, geography and edu-
cation, for that subject is now increasingly the interpellated subject of
global capitalism.

One function of post-colonial textuality today, therefore, is to expose
and critique the cultural and aesthetic assumptions which underlie this
global mask of imperialism, and to hold its cultural reality clearly in
view. The secret of imperial hegemony has not been economics or force
of arms but the control of representation. The secret of post-colonial
resistance is therefore discursive reclamation. Part of this process has
been the transformation of the concept of the child, because in this
concept lies a vision of possibility and of identity that emerges from the
space at the limits of colonial subjectivity, and keeps the reality of
colonization and its continuing effects clearly in view.

Post-colonial writing in a global economy is a force of discrimination;
it discriminates between the continuing reality of imperial power and
subject peoples even when postmodernism, the cultural logic of late
capitalism, works to obliterate cultural discrimination. Post-colonial ana-
lysis thus attempts to do what postmodernism cannot do: resist the
submergence of the neo-colonial subject. Whereas globalism reduces all
subjects to ‘adult children’, all the same because they are all consumers,
post-colonial discourse works to reveal the gap between adult and child
which still remains in practice: it reveals that people belong to a society
as well as an economy, and that society is still controlled by a cultural
hegemony which imperialism has set in place.

For David Malouf, for instance, the child is a powerful image of
formation and transformation, as we shall see in the next chapter. In 12
Edmonstone Street he shows the emerging consciousness of the child, its
gradual discovery and invention of its first surroundings; the childhood
home, is a model for the emergence of place and culture in a new society.
In An Imaginary Life (Malouf, 1978) the Child becomes an embodiment,
for Ovid, of an experience of life that lies beyond the reach of empire, of
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civilization, beyond the reach of language and even identity itself. It is
this figure of the child who re-emerges as it were out of the zone beyond
language and representation to reveal, in Remembering Babylon (1996),
what might have been in an Australian society that had more effectively
turned its gaze upon its own reality. For Malouf, the child in these
novels is a protean force, rather than a sign of negation. Whether leading
into the pre-symbolic realm of language or into the hybrid possibilities
of a post-colonial future, the child is an evocative sign of transformation.

The allegory of the child becomes a potent site of counter-discursive
critique because the child is so manifestly constructed as the ambivalent
trope of the colonized, ‘written’ into existence by empire. The allegory of
the child, then, enables a reading and contestation of the social text of
imperialism, as the colonial subject inhabits what becomes a subversively
ambivalent confluence of colonial self and other. The child, invented by
imperialism to represent the colonized subject amenable to education
and improvement, becomes the allegorical subject of a different traject-
ory, a site of difference and anti-colonial possibility.

This allegorical appropriation is explicitly counter-discursive because
it disrupts the very function of the trope; far from becoming a potential
adult, formed in the image of the father, the child becomes the site of an
unstable and unpredictable potentiality. From being a trope which
absorbs and suppresses the paradox of imperial control, the paradox of
its exploitation and nurture of the colonial subject, the child becomes in
the post-colonial text the embodiment of the paradox of mimesis and
alterity (Taussig, 1993). By interpolating its dissonance into textual
production of various kinds, the post-colonial subject becomes the mim-
icking other, the transformed and transforming subject.

Notes

1. Neil Postman’s argument in The Disappearance of Childhood goes something like this: One
might say that one of the main differences between an adult and a child is that the adult
knows about certain facets of life - its mysteries, its contradictions, its violence, its tragedies
— that are not considered suitable for children to know; that are, indeed, shameful to reveal
to them indiscriminately. In the modern world, as children move towards adulthood, we
reveal these secrets to them, in what we believe to be a psychologically assimilable way.
However, such an idea is possible only in a culture in which there is a sharp distinction
between the adult’s world and the child’s world.



CHAPTER 4

Childhood and possibility

David Malouf’s An Imaginary Life and
Remembering Babylon

In An Imaginary Life (1978) and Remembering Babylon (1993), David
Malouf offers two examples of the post-colonial transformation of the
child, two versions of the story of the child of the wilderness breaking
into the circle of civilization. In both novels the ‘lost child’ moves from
the dimensionless silence beyond language into the realm of imperial
discourse. The Child in An Imaginary Life, a ‘wolf-boy’ whom Ovid
obsessively tries to introduce to civilization, manages instead to intro-
duce the poet to a freedom beyond the conceptual boundaries of his own
humanity. Imaginatively, this child figure returns as Gemmy in Remem-
bering Babylon. A London urchin raised by Aborigines, Gemmy moves
‘back’ across the border between ‘wilderness’ and imperial discourse
which Ovid had crossed, but for a quite different purpose. These figures
of the child, far from being a sign of abjection and ‘primitivism’, become
the agents of radically different conceptions of the world. A trope which
had helped resolve some of the immense contradictions of empire
becomes a potent sign of post-colonial conceptions of imaginative and
cultural possibility.

The novels focus on two different but connected post-colonial issues:
first, the place of language in our understanding of who we are, and
second, the problem of ‘authentic’ indigeneity; but, more significantly,
these wild children introduce the possibility of very different ways of
being and knowing. The child is an important trope in representations
of language and indigeneity because these are so firmly traversed by
conceptual boundaries which, in children, are yet to be fully established.
Whereas the Child in An Imaginary Life takes Ovid beyond the confines
of his language and civilization, Gemmy, in Remembering Babylon, returns
across the borders of civilization to demonstrate how post-colonial
society might be differently imagined.

The title of An Imaginary Life, with its suggestion of a pre-linguistic
subjectivity, an ‘imaginary phase’, seems to point inevitably to Lacan.! It
is hard to imagine a more graphic description of the cultural imperatives
of the symbolic order than that given by Ovid, or circumscribed by the
fence on which Gemmy, in Remembering Babylon, perches before taking
the leap into a discourse from which he has been long excluded. These
uncivilized children of the wilderness represent for us the psychic other
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of the civilized ego, the union of childhood and primitivism, the formless
potentialities of a pre-Oedipal, pre-imperial language. In this sense the
child’s life is truly the life of the Lacanian (and imperial) imaginary. In
the latter novel the figure of the imaginary child breaks through into the
reader’s symbolic order of language and history to indicate possibilities
of human adaptation to place in Australia. Gemmy is the sign of an
Australia that might have been, a post-colonial imaginary. He demon-
strates a potential for social change which had seemed curiously arrested
at the end of An Imaginary Life.

However, paradoxically, one major virtue of this Lacanian termino-
logy is that it installs boundaries between stages of subjectivity which
mirror the spatial boundaries by which the empire maintains its central-
ity. It alerts us to the difficulty of conceiving being outside such bound-
aries. Psychoanalytic discourse itself may be described as a species of
cultural allegory in which the child’s subjectivity illuminates the possib-
ility of a different kind of world. Childhood has an important function
in these novels because the child, in whom boundaries are unformed,
reveals the provisionality of those boundaries which are crucial to
imperial discourse. Ovid, for instance, finds himself in the village of
Tomis at the very furthest reaches of the Roman Empire, a place where,
by its marginality, its placelessness, the issue of place becomes crucial:
‘We are at the ends of the earth’, he says, ‘centuries from the notion of
an orchard or a garden made simply to please’ (An Imaginary Life, p. 15).2
The nineteenth-century Australia of Remembering Babylon is also far away
from such gardens. Only three years back, ‘the very patch of earth you
were standing on had itself been on the other side of things, part of the
unknown’ (Rembering Babylon, p. 9).2 This is a land only just reclaimed
from the ‘Absolute Dark’ (RB, pp. 2-3). Even the ground underfoot has
the touch of mystery upon it.

What we immediately notice in both of these novels is that ‘who you
are’ is ‘where you are in the process of becoming’. Ovid is exiled to the
edges of the Roman Empire, and hence to the edges of imperial discourse
itself, to a place where ‘I am rendered dumb.... As if I belonged to
another species’ (AIL, p. 17). Reduced to the apparent silence of the
marginalized primitive world, he understands the very provisionality of
that language, and even more of the self which it had constructed. When
he asks the exile’s question ‘Have I survived?’ (AIL, p. 19) he asks, in
effect, ‘Where am I, or more specifically, Who can I be in this place? For
he has been brought to ‘the very edge of things, where Nothing begins’
(AIL, p. 27). It is now in the face of that nothingness, that horizon beyond
the certainties of imperial language, where the intersection of place,
language and being becomes most acutely obvious.

Although Ovid’s exile acts out the incontrovertibility of imperial
power, that power, particularly the capacity of imperial language to
produce reality, finds its limit at the ‘edge of nothing’ to which he has
been exiled. It is at this margin that a fracture appears through which
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the agency of the subject, which had seemed imprisoned by language, is
released. This is the power to step outside the boundaries of imperial
language, to seize control over it and remake reality. Crucially, it is the
Child, the one outside these boundaries, who becomes the agent of
transformation for Ovid. In going beyond the reach of the imperial
language, Ovid is at the same time going ‘back’ beyond the symbolic
order of the patriarchal reality of the Roman Empire to the imaginary
phase of being in which sexuality, language, identity are in a dynamic
flux of formless potentiality. It is this ‘pre-Oedipal’, ‘pre-imperial’, even
‘pre-cultural’ phase which Ovid quite determinedly seeks to enter by
appropriating the experience of the Child through its language.

By placing Ovid at the edges of the language, imperial power has
exiled the poet to the edges of human being itself (as it ‘exiles’ the
settlers in the later novel) to an “uncreated’ place where people have not
achieved the status of being Roman (or British), of being human. This is
why the Child is such a poignant figure of this condition: he magnifies
the ambivalence of that interface of primitivism and civilization. Signi-
ficantly, the condition of ‘human being’ is directly connected to the
naming of place. We become the place that we have made. While we
may think of Italy or any place as a land given by the gods, ‘It is a
created place’ created in our image, which is created in the image of,
created by, our language. Metaphorically, this energy exists in the spirits
which ‘flow back and forth between us and the objects we have made,
the landscape we have shaped and move in.... It is our self we are
making out there’ (AIL, p. 28). The settlers in Remembering Babylon are
similarly making themselves by making the place, but, located in the
ambivalent space at the edge of colonial society, they live in a landscape
that is only gradually coming into being.

When Ovid discovers a poppy, the simple beauty and colour of which
remind him of a whole way of life, he keeps ‘saying the word over and
over to myself, scarlet, as if the word, like the colour, had escaped me
till now, and just saying it would keep the little windblown flower in
sight’ (AIL, p.31). So language creates being through its creation of
experience. The poet’s head fills with flowers, he has only to name them
and ‘they burst into bud’ (AIL, p. 32). This process by which the land-
scape is given life is precisely the process by which we come into being.
‘So it is that the beings we are in process of becoming will be drawn out
of us’ (AIL, p. 32).

The body itself impresses this process most forcefully. As Ovid
watches the Child trying to write, his tongue ‘pointed at the corner of
the mouth and moving with each gesture of the hand’ (AIL, p. 81), he
asks, ‘Is that perhaps where speech begins? In that need of the tongue to
be active in the world?” The tongue is the body’s metonymic figure of
language, of the agency by which both the world and the body come
into being. The body then is itself the primary metonym of place, the
first creation of the subject through language.
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This process is one imagined by Ovid as involving the whole of
humankind. There is continual reference to the project of transcendence
in which the human existence is engaged. Speaking to the readers of his
work located long in the future, he asks whether we are the gods into
which humankind has evolved. The irony of this does not diminish the
dynamic process in which we are located. ‘Our bodies are not final. We
are moving, all of us in our common humankind. . . . We are creating the
lineaments of some final man for whose delight we have prepared a
landscape and who can only be a god’ (AIL, p.29). This is an ironic
statement about the process of hybridization and change which charac-
terize human life. We never arrive at the ‘final man’; we are constantly
changing, adapting, dividing and multiplying. One’s sense is that it is
Ovid’s exile to the edges of colonial discourse, and the consequent
insistence of the post-colonial, which has made him articulate this hybrid
interconnection between being and place. It is at the margin at which the
Child is encountered that he sees most clearly that there is no centre.

Nevertheless, exiled to the edges of the known world, Ovid initially
feels as cut off as the spiders. It is no magic that has done this: ‘All that
has been evoked is the power of the law’ (AIL, p. 20). The law has confined
him to that range of beings, those ‘child/primitives’ ‘who have not yet
climbed up through a hole in their head and become fully human, who
have not yet entered what we call society and become Romans under the
law’ (AIL, p. 20). Language not only maintains power over place, but
through place over being itself. In all colonial discourse, those who have
been given the advantages of the imperial language are ascribed the
condition of human being. So it is ironic that Ovid the exile, having
experienced the remorselessness of this power, should become its agent,
when he expresses the philanthropic desire to free the Child ‘into some
clearer body’ (AIL, p.77) to show him what human kindness, and thus
humankind, might be. In a profound statement of the ontological power
of imperialism he says: ‘It is out of this that he must discover what he is’
(AIL, p. 77; emphasis added). Even in exile, and even in his own journey
of discovery, the dynamic of power works through Ovid. It is out of the
monocentric structure of the discourse of power that humanity is con-
ferred, but later, when lying in a fever, the Child yells out a Latin word,
Ovid observes, ‘At any other moment I might be overjoyed at what has
occurred. The Child has spoken at last. In his delirium he has discovered
human speech’ (AIL, p. 119). However, this cry is the metonym of colonial
speech itself; it is the speech of the hysteric.

Ovid is caught in a curious ambivalence, for the Child is the Other of
colonial discourse, beyond inherited conceptions of humanity; that hori-
zon towards which the post-colonial consciousness is constantly moving.
Beyond the opposition of centre and margin is the horizonality which
accepts the boundless mystery of the marginal, the mystery of becoming:
‘What else should our lives be’, asks Ovid, ‘but a continual series of
beginnings, of painful settings out into the unknown, pushing off from
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the edges of consciousness into the mystery of what we have not yet
become?’ (AIL, p. 135). However, it is in the nature of colonialism to
identify the Other, to make the Other the other, to fix that continual
possibility which represents loss or unformed being,

The Child focuses all the questions that come to Ovid at the margins
of empire: the nature and importance of language, its function in creating
place, and the confluence of both in the emergence of being. It is through
the Child that he discovers that the world is not a simple binarism of
centre and margin, that the ‘true language’ of silence can be entered by
the subject. The Child is the narrator’s Other whose gaze now contests
the gaze of the grande autre, the gaze of the empire in whose language
Ovid feels himself to be made despite the subversive danger of his
poetry. It is this which makes the Other, in whose gaze he now exists, so
liberating. ‘Does the boy watch all this, I wonder?’ (AIL, p. 51); ‘Does he
speak to himself, having no other creature with whom to share his mind,
his tongue? Being in that like myself’ (AIL, p. 52); but Ovid’s desire is to
compel his entry into the symbolic order in which the name of the father
is the name Augustus.

However, because the Child represents some timeless place in the
poet’s own childhood, he represents that imaginary place which has not,
for Ovid, yet been created. In Ovid’s own childhood the boundary stones
of his father’s land signify the space enclosed by the language. ‘I too
know all the boundary stones of our land, but to me they mean
something different. They are where the world begins. Beyond them lies
Rome and all the known world and all that we Romans have power
over. Out there, beyond the boundary stones, the mystery begins’ (AIL,
p. 87). The ambivalence of this is palpable. The circle of home is the
circle of empire, but there is a sense that in the context of childhood the
empire itself lies beyond the margin of his home. The marginality of the
world depends upon the direction of the gaze.

In both novels, fences and boundaries are crucial. The boundary
stones around Ovid’s childhood farm are like the fence on which Gemmy
perches. Indeed, fences assume an almost ritual power of possession in
Australian settlement; the fence defines ownership, but at the same time
it defines Otherness and alienness. This is why the fence on which
Gemmy perches when he is discovered and ‘captured’ by the children of
the settlement is so significant. It represents the margin of language and
culture but also a way of defining the world, and it is the possible
liberation from that way of defining the world which Gemmy represents.
The ‘indigenous hybrid’ is the post-colonial revelation of all subjectivity.
Gemmy embodies what Bhabha calls the ‘split-space of enunciation’
(1994: 38) and through it the post-colonial capacity to enter the fractures
of discourse and effect change in the world. For this space opens a way
beyond the exoticism of fragmentation, multiculturalism and cultural
diversity to ‘an inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity’
(Bhabha, 1994: 38).
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Beyond the fence of Ovid’s childhood home lies his Other, the Child,
in whose gaze he can himself come into being, because for the Child the
co-ordinates of his being, those features which for Ovid are paramount,
have no purchase:

What is his country? What is his parentage? At what moment did he
push out into the world, under what star sign, with what planet in the
ascendant, in what ephemeris of the moon? And if he does not know
these things can he ever know who he is or what his fate is to be?

Or does not knowing make him free? (AIL, p. 89)

Ovid teaching the Child to speak, teaching him ‘what he is’, is much
like Miranda teaching Caliban to ‘name the bigger light and how the
less’ (The Tempest, 1, ii, 337); it is to imprison him in discourse; but
instead, the Child draws Ovid himself beyond this language, beyond
‘knowledge’ of the world, beyond the ‘human’. In a similar way, this
potential for a freedom outside epistemology is signified by Gemmy in
Remembering Babylon. The trope of the child, so important in resolving
the contradictions of imperial discourse, becomes the agent of post-
colonial transformation and renewal. For Ovid, not knowing is not to
have power, yet both Gemmy and the Child exist outside power, outside
the need to discover their humanity.

While teaching the Child to speak, Ovid finds that, in fact, he is
learning a totally different sense of what language is. The Child’s
language is that of the mimic, and ‘in entering into the mysterious life of
its language, becomes for a moment, the creature itself, so that to my
eyes he seems miraculously transformed’ (AIL, p. 90). This demonstrates
something of the energy of language in an oral society, in which
language does not represent reality but actually embodies its energy: ‘He
is being a bird. He is allowing it to speak out of him’ (AIL, p. 92). The
oral culture with which colonialism so often comes into contact is a
world beyond representation, a world of enunciation rather than the
enunciated, beyond the will to truth. The exiled writer poised on the very
edge of language gives himself to the process of metamorphosis which
the Child’s language, and hence being, offers to the now post-colonial
poet. This is the language which ‘lets the universe in’ the language of
the spiders. ‘Now, led by the Child, I am on my way to it. The true
language, I know now, is that speech in silence in which we first
communicated, the Child and [, in the forest, when I was asleep’ (AIL,
p-97).

However, the poet ‘gives himself’ to this language in a way that
denies its autonomous singularity, for he records the process in the
language of the reader. He must speak to his readers of the world
beyond the edge of speech. He must create in language that which seems
to lie beyond it: the true language. The ‘true language’ is the language
of possibility, the point at which ‘true’ is totally open to question, the
always unenclosable horizon of language. For the post-colonial it is the
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sign of the radical hybridity into which speech is constantly moving.
This language is also for the poet, the language which existed before
speech, the language beyond the symbolic order of civilization, the
language beyond the empire, beyond the gaze of the grande autre.

When I think of my exile now it is from the universe. When I think of
the tongue that has been taken away from me, it is some earlier and
more universal language than our Latin, subtle as it undoubtedly is.
Latin is a language for distinctions, every ending defines and divides.
The language I am speaking of now, that I am almost speaking, is a
language whose every syllable is a gesture of reconciliation. We knew
that language once. I spoke it in my childhood. We must discover it
again. (AIL, p. 98)

Ovid follows the Child into this language, ‘his whole body strained
toward some distance” (AIL, p. 149). ‘His own nature as a god that which
his body is straining towards’ (AIL, p. 150). Until he arrives at that place
of the true language which is, ironically, the place beyond language,
beyond life itself, the undefinable real in which the Child is simply
‘there”: ‘It is summer. It is spring. I am immeasurably, unbearably happy.
I am three years old. I am sixty. I am six. I am there.” (AIL, p. 151)

The word ‘there’ is conveyed with all the ambivalence that a point of
being maintains in the narrative. Each word - he, is, there — is pro-
visional. His place is where he is and thus who he is; not fixed but
carried with him in the horizon of the real. Taken by the Child beyond
the boundaries of language and empire, Ovid goes beyond the power of
the text to say — and hence the power of those boundaries by which we
understand our humanity.

The ‘return’ of the child in the form of Gemmy, with his tentative
approach to civilization, his uncertain and fearful accommodation by the
settlers and his eventual escape, seems to repeat the trajectory of the
Child’s contact with the edges of the Roman Empire. But this time,
whereas the Child had been captured and brought into the circle of
imperial language, Gemmy is also brought (or returns) into history. The
entry is one that has immense social and historical significance because
he symbolizes all the possibilities for human development that seem to
be denied by the erection of fences, the ‘worlding of a world on
uninscribed earth’, as Gayatri Spivak puts it (Spivak, 1985: 133), the
othering of those beyond the fence and the separation of the indigenous
and the settler. Gemmy reintroduces the issue of ‘becoming’, but this
time by problematizing the question of authenticity. A London urchin
who falls overboard from a ship and is raised by the aborigines who
discover him washed ashore, Gemmy demonstrates how the concepts
‘aboriginality’, ‘authenticity’, ‘indigeneity’ are more problematic than
they seem.

At the same time Gemmy reverses the implications of the ‘lost child’



CHILDHOOD AND POSSIBILITY 61

myth in Australian culture: the recurring story of the child who wanders
away from home to be lost forever in the bush, the spectre of the settler
society’s sense of vulnerability and displacement. Gemmy is not only
Ovid’s child but all those lost children returning to announce the
possibility of a different kind of life, a different kind of invention of
Australia.

There is an immense irony in the fact that at the beginning of the
novel, Lachlan Beattie, who discovers Gemmy, is playing out in his
imagination a story in the fourth-grade Reader, in which he imagines
himself fighting off wolves in the Russian snow, for here is a clear
demonstration of the process of colonial education in consolidating that
construction of reality which language initiates. In this sense Gemmy
represents something literally beyond imagination because he exists
beyond that reality we learn is the world as we grow up. Lachlan’s
initial response — ‘we’re being raided by blacks’ - is the signal response
of the settler culture. Because what is also accomplished by the ‘worlding
of a world’ is the simple binary division of black and white, imperial-
ism’s racial binarism which relentlessly antagonizes the hybrid develop-
ment of post-colonial society.

The first view of Gemmy is of a human who not only looks like a bird
but in some way had been changed into a bird, coming towards them

out of a world over there, beyond the no-man’s land of the swamp,
that was the abode of everything savage and fearsome, and since it lay
so far beyond experience, not just their own but their parents’ too, of
nightmare rumours, superstitions and all that belonged to Absolute
Dark. (RB, pp. 2-3)

The fence on which Gemmy hovers not only symbolizes the separation
of the ‘civilized’ from the ‘primitive’ world, but is also a border between
two incommensurable discourses, two entirely different ways of being in
the world; it is these two ways of being which his very presence offers
to bring together. For Gemmy is the authentic hybrid indigene. In this his
own perception of the moment of contact is revealing:

It was a question of covering the space between them, of recovering
the connection that would put the words back in his mouth, and catch
the creature, the spirit or whatever it was, that lived in the dark of
him, and came up briefly to torment or tease but could be tempted, he
now saw, with what these people ate and the words they used. (RB,
p. 33)

The creature speaks up when Gemmy is confronted, with the words
‘Do not shoot. I am a British object’. The irony of this is patent, for the
dredging up of the words has itself objectified him in the language of
power. His own subjectivity, developed so differently within the dis-
course of aboriginal life, is now made to enter the ambivalent marginal
state between cultures, the edges of the empire, the region in which
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subjectivity itself comes into question, where its potential for trans-
formation is realized.

Gemmy had ‘started out white. No question’ (RB, p.40), but the
frightening question for the settlers is ‘Had he remained white? Could
you lose it? Not just language, but it. It' (RB, p. 40). In this question lies
the complete uncertainty of racial purity, a concept that nevertheless
becomes embedded in the discourse of race which imperialism
unleashes. Inevitably this notion of ‘race’ is reduced to the egregious
binarism of ‘black” and ‘white’. It is the comfortable sense of identity
that rests upon the certainty of difference which becomes undermined
by Gemmy, because

you meet at last in a terrifying equality that strips the last rags from
your soul and leaves you so far out on the edge of yourself that your
fear now is that you may never get back.

It was the mixture of monstrous strangeness and unwelcome like-
ness that made Gemmy Fairley so disturbing to them, since at any
moment he could show either one face or the other; as if he were
always standing there at one of those meetings, but in his case
willingly, and the encounter was an embrace. (RB, p. 43)

Can there be such a thing as a white aboriginal? The idea undermines
the binary concept of race on which not only imperial control is based
but also its opposition. However, this does not mean that Gemmy’s
hybridity is not oppositional. Its subversiveness represents the very
different, transformative oppositionality of post-colonial discourse.

When the Aborigines pay a visit to Gemmy, the farmers’ suspicion
that he is a link between the ‘fenced’ certainties of civilized life and
the savage primitive, wild unknown is intensified. Because thought
operates in terms of these binaries, becoming a dominant mode of self-
identification, the other cannot be viewed as anything but fearful and
treacherous. It is curious that the socially marginal, the social detritus of
that ‘civilized” society such as Andy, the dim-witted farm worker, the
ones whose need of affirmation is greatest, are the ones who are most
hostile to strangers, such as Gemmy, who call the boundaries and
definitions of civilization into question.

Yet it is the responses of those most sympathetic, such as Mr Frazer,
the enlightened and sympathetic parson, that are the most troubling and
ambiguous. For, like Ovid with the Child, the first thing Mr Frazer wants
to do is to give him a sense of who he is, and the method of doing this
is to record his history. The very simple, scholarly and basically philan-
thropic process of reconstructing Gemmy’s history is in fact a process of
bringing him into history itself. This a process by which imperialism works
through the philanthropic subject, much as it works through Ovid in his
desire to teach the Child language and thus reveal his humanity. The
business of piecing together Gemmy’s story could stand as an allegory
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of the whole construction of history in Australia, or indeed, of imperial
history anywhere.

The details of his story were pieced together the following afternoon
from facts that were, as he told them, all out of their proper order, and
with so many gaps of memory, and so much dislocation between what
he meant to convey and the few words he could recover of his original
tongue, that they could never be certain, later, how much of it was real
and how much they had themselves supplied from tales they already
knew, since he was by no means the first white man to have turned up
like this after a spell with the blacks. (RB, p. 16)

This is the method of imperial history because, as Paul Carter puts it, the
place is simply seen as a stage upon which teleologically directed events
work themselves out (Carter, 1987: xvi); but it is also the arbitrary and
circumstantial narrative by which Australia itself is brought into history.
What Mr Frazer gradually glimpses is that Gemmy’s life is one for which
the historical process is entirely inadequate, because Gemmy exists
within a different kind of language.

Gemmy’s relationship with language is much like the Child’s in An
Imaginary Life. Trying to get beyond the boundaries of his habits of
representation, Ovid says: ‘It rains and I say, it rains. It thunders and I
say, it thunders. I try to think as he must: I am raining, I am thundering’
(AIL, p. 96). For Gemmy also, language does not represent, but embodies,
reality, and so when he looks at the sheets of writing on which the
earnest historians have recorded his life, they appear to have absorbed
his life into them, and he begins to plot how to steal his life back (RB,
p. 20). Gemmy is more prescient than he knows, of course, because the
history which appears to be such a painstaking record of his life is indeed
a process of absorption, of bringing him into history, and thus into that
field of colonial discourse symbolized by the fence on which we first see
him.

But it is in what Gemmy communicates about place to Mr Frazer that
we discover his transformative potential. For if Gemmy represents the
‘post-colonial imaginary’, the possibility of a hybrid future for Australia,
this is nowhere more evident than in his revelation to Mr Frazer of a
different way of knowing the place. For here, as in An Imaginary Life, we
discover that who you are is vitally connected with where you are, and
Mr Frazer is taken by Gemmy to the edges of an imperial consciousness,
a place constructed in the imperial language, to a vision of what
Australia might become. ‘We have been wrong’, he says,

to see this continent as hostile and infelicitous, so that only by the
fiercest stoicism, a supreme resolution and force of will, and by felling,
clearing, sowing with seeds we have brought with us, and by import-
ing sheep, cattle, rabbits, even the very birds of the air, can it be
shaped and made habitable. It is habitable already. (RB, p. 129)



64 ON POST-COLONIAL FUTURES

The long and lyrical entry in his diary from which this is taken is an
account of the ecological blindness which language has produced in
settler societies and against which their literature and art have been in
constant struggle. His vision is that by breaking out of this language the
land might reveal its secrets, ‘so that what spreads in us is an intimate
understanding of what it truly is, with all that is unknowable in it made
familiar within” (RB, p. 131). The picture of Gemmy leading the parson
through the bush, giving him the aboriginal names for what they
discover, is a beautiful demonstration of the very different ways in
which the land is conceived. Frazer desires that the spirit of the place
might come into language, while Gemmy sees that Frazer’s drawings do,
in fact, capture the spirit of things. This new kind of understanding
requires a different kind of language, a language in which the human
occupants themselves might be different. However, it is also clear that
the ‘true’” way of seeing place is not some fixed, pre-existing aboriginal
conception but a hybrid encompassed by the different kind of language,
a language towards which post-colonial writing works.

There was no way of existing in this land, or of making your way
through it, unless you took into yourself, discovered on your breath,
the sounds that linked up all the various parts of it and made them
one. Without that you were blind, you were deaf, as he had been, at
first, in their world. (RB, p. 65)

The operative phrase here is ‘took into yourself’: the process of taking
in to oneself is always provisional, overlapping, syncretic. Ovid’s adop-
tion of the ‘true’ language of the Child is one which leads him to
personal exultation but leaves the imperial discourse untouched; he is
‘exiled from the universe’. Yet Gemmy’s encounter with Mr Frazer
represents a crucial ‘Adamic’ moment in the development of Australian
society, a moment in which the child’s return in the form of Gemmy
might have led to a transformation of that society’s future. The impossi-
bility of Mr Frazer ever communicating a different way of viewing the
country to the absurd colonial administration (an impossibility brilliantly
demonstrated in the political nuances of the Governor’s dinner party)
shows why the transformation could not take place.

While Mr Frazer’s vision for a different country is thwarted, it is Janet
who in some ways represents a more significant failure, because Janet is
one whose consciousness radically changes, but still falls short of the
transformation which seems to be offered by Gemmy. Janet is conscious
from childhood of her own marginality as a female, and as a woman her
sense of reality is at first the most vicarious.

She was in love with this other life her parents had lived; with Scotland
and a time before they came to Australia, before she was born, that
was her time too, extending her life back beyond the few years she
could actually recall, and giving reality to a world she had need of;
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more alive and interesting, more crowded with things, with people too,
than the one she was in. (RB, p. 54)

Janet, like many settlers, even the Australian born, falls into that sense
of the world in which ‘real life’ is ‘over there’. The sense of colonial
displacement is one which intersects with her position as a woman to
render her own experience as secondary. This is the function of colonial
language and colonial history. Therefore, if anyone is in a position to
take into herself the view of the world which Gemmy suggests, it is
Janet. Indeed, she experiences an epiphany of the natural world when
she is covered by the ‘single mind’ of the bee swarm in an experience
which changes her forever: ‘She stood still as still and did not breathe.
She surrendered herself. You are our bride, her new and separate mind
told her as it drummed and swayed above the earth’ (RB, p. 142).

Janet’s experience with the bees is one which seems to have all the
mysterious openness to the world which Gemmy offers Mr Frazer. She
is the one white person in the novel who actually manages to give
herself over to a different way of being — ‘She surrendered herself'. It is
this capacity in Janet which introduces the feminine economy of trans-
formation. It is she who most intimately and immediately demonstrates
the possibility of giving oneself over to a mode of habitation that seems
demanded by the place.

It is fascinating that in a novelist who has sometimes been accused of
being too ‘male’, the most mystical (and possibly the most powerful)
experience of transformation is seen to be attained by a woman. While
Gemmy embodies the material ambivalence of hybridity and integration,
Janet’s experience with the bees, by simultaneously symbolizing the
emergence of womanhood — ‘They have smelled the sticky blood flow.
They think it is honey’ (RB, p. 142) — demonstrates a ‘feminine’ potenti-
ality in Australian life which is yet to be fully realized. The bees are an
introduced agricultural phenomenon which stand for an imposed change
in the natural world, and the spirituality itself emerges directly from the
traditions of European literature, alluding to a similar use of the image
of bees by Dante in a description of the glory of the heavenly host in
Paradiso.* However, Janet’s capacity to relinquish the received and famil-
iar experience of the natural world, that experience which, like Pros-
pero’s, cannot be separated from the demand for control and
refashioning, and surrender herself to a different way of being, is a
profound metaphor of unrealized cultural possibility.

Because the epiphany seems to lift her ‘from the face of the earth’ (RB,
p- 142), there seems to be no way in which a reconnection with the earth
can be made. The deep religious nature of Janet’s moment of emergence
into womanhood is implied later when we find her in a convent; but this
retirement from the world is also meant to be seen perhaps as a
confirmation of her inability to translate the potential of that experience
into a form of life connected with the earth in the way Gemmy’s ‘other-
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worldliness” is seen to be connected. Thus even her most profound
moments re-enact the sense of displacement which has characterized her
from the beginning,

Both An Imaginary Life and Remembering Babylon end with a sense of
ambivalence. For all its triumph, Ovid’s union with the Child in the
realm of the real takes him beyond language, beyond the book, beyond
transformation, beyond life itself. The return of Gemmy across the
borders of imperial discourse opens the door to a future beyond its
boundaries, a future in which the hybridity of human life is fully
embraced and the discourse of Australian place constructed differently.
However, although the future offered by Gemmy is rejected, it represents
in radical form what must take place gradually and painfully: a trans-
formation into the hybridity of post-colonial life of which these novels
are themselves both representative and formative.

Notes

1. I am not, however, interested in using these novels to explicate Lacan. The stages of
human development referred to by Lacan as the imaginary, the symbolic and the real are
reasonably well known. The imaginary describes that pre-linguistic, pre-Oedipal phase of
development in which the image, the identity and the identification are interdependent,
one which corresponds to what Lacan calls the ‘mirror phase’. The symbolic describes the
entry into language by the child, a stage in which the ‘name of the Father’ is learned, thus
according the child a gendered and named world. The real is that horizon of all things
which can never be enclosed or defined. A useful introduction to this may be found in the
chapter on ‘The imaginary, the symbolic and the real’ in Sarup (1992).

2. Hereafter abbreviated to AIL.

3. Hereafter abbreviated to RB.

4. Atthe beginning of Canto XXXI Dante describes the presence of the heavenly host thus:

In form then of a pure white rose the saintly host was shown to me, which with His
own blood Christ made his Bride. But the other host — who, as it flies, sees and sings
His glory who enamours it and the goodness which made it so great — like a swarm
of bees which one moment enflower themselves, and the next return to where their
work acquires savour — was descending into the great flower which is adorned with
so many petals, and thence re-ascending to where its love abides forever. (Singleton,
1975: 347)



CHAPTER 5

Sweet futures

Sugar and colonialism

While transformations of those tropes, such as ‘the child’, employed to
‘other’ colonized peoples, has been a widespread function of post-
colonial discourse, the interrelation between the material economies of
colonialism and the transformative dynamic of that discourse has been
profoundly important. Although the transformation of representation is
crucial, such practices are situated in a material world with, in most
cases, urgent material implications. The story of the extraordinary rise to
prominence of tropical sugar, both in the economy and the diet of
Britain, illuminates what post-colonial transformation actually means in
the lives of colonized peoples. The sugar industry had a catastrophic
effect on the Caribbean environment, culture and people. Yet out of the
ruins caused by that European obsession with sugar, an obsession which
had extraordinarily damaging effects on tropical plantation colonies,
arose a culture so dynamic that it has acquired a peculiar place in global
culture.

In 1493, Christopher Columbus, on his second voyage to the West
Indies, brought cuttings of sugar cane from the Canary Islands. The
Spanish colonizers who followed him brought a formidable arsenal of
cultural domination, from writing to gunpowder, but this was nothing
compared to the impact of sugar. These few cuttings of sugar cane were
to have the most profound effect in global structures of imperial power,
in the relations between vast communities of people and, ultimately, in
the political shape of the world itself.

How did sugar come to have this immense impact? The key lies in
the rapid rise to power of the British Empire from the seventeenth
century, and the rapid increase in sugar consumption which accom-
panied Britain’s growing influence. The interrelation of these elements -
empire, industrial power and capitalism — is so intimate in the produc-
tion and consumption of sugar that it is almost impossible to unravel
them. While the sugar cane industry in the Caribbean was begun by
Spain, it was the subsequent British development — with its exponential
increase in the slave trade, its transformation of whole islands, such as
Barbados, into virtual sugar factories, its subsequent impact on world
capitalism and its transformation of European domestic culture — which
began the political and cultural revolution of sugar.
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Sugar is significant for four reasons. First, it represents an extraord-
inarily overdetermined focus of imperial economic history, a fulcrum for
the connection between, and the development of, capitalism, imperial-
ism, plantations and slavery. Quite simply, without sugar, none of these
phenomena would have had the character, extent or significance they
had by the turn of the century. Second, because of the very magnitude
of its economic, social and cultural effects, sugar represents an unpar-
alleled metonym of imperial discourse: its circulatory relations, its
dependence on a complex link of culture and economics and its continu-
ing material consequences. Third, it provides a focus for an analysis of
the ways in which the dynamic of imperialism generated the explosion
of twentieth-century globalization. Fourth, for many of the same reasons,
it focuses the transformative cultural effects of post-colonial discourse.

The historical fulcrum: sugar and British economic history

The importance of sugar in mediating historical and economic forces in
Britain is unmatched by any other commodity. Without it, the relation-
ship between British imperialism and British capitalism would have been
radically different. Ultimately, sugar became the focus for changes in
notions of race, power, cultural dominance, and the geography of the
world. Sugar initiated a complex circulation of relationships between
four factors: capitalism, imperialism, slavery and plantations. None of
the relationships between these phenomena was either necessary or
inevitable in British history, but developed from their intersection in the
growing, marketing and consumption of sugar. For instance, neither
plantations, imperialism nor capitalism require slavery to produce profit.
The spread of slavery to plantation systems throughout the world was a
result of the exponential growth of slavery in sugar plantations in the
Caribbean. Similarly, capitalism requires neither plantations nor slavery;
indeed, these would seem peripheral to an increasingly industrialized
Europe, but sugar cemented the importance of these to British capitalism
through the high percentage of sugar in British imports. Nor does
imperialism require plantations or slavery. The peculiar character of
British imperialism as it emerged before the nineteenth century was
deeply influenced by the importance of the commodity to growing
British power. The link between capitalism and imperialism is more
complex, but in Britain’s case it is also mediated by the importance of
the American sugar trade to the British economy. In every case these
four monumental phenomena in Britain’s economic history would either
not exist, or would exist in very different form, if it were not for sugar.
Of all these relationships, the link between British capitalism and
British imperialism is the most contentious. Wallerstein’s view that
capitalism has been the world system since the sixteenth century (1974a:
387-415; 1974b),! is persuasive, but depends, for the elegance of its
structure, upon the exclusion of a number of other factors. The argument
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against this totalizing view is that capitalism is but one mode of the
hugely overdetermined phenomenon of European modernity: the monu-
mental project of Europe’s self-realization (see Chapter 2). Arguably,
capitalism itself, with its driving forces of profit and exchange, its
dependence upon commodification and its isolation of the means of
production, has a cultural basis in that same process by which modern
Europe began to conceive itself through its ‘othering’ of the non-
European world. Thus, of all these factors, imperialism, in its most
general sense, was the key discourse by which Europe established a
sense of self, by inventing its others, racially, culturally, geographically,
and ultimately, economically. British imperialism, which may be charac-
terized as everything from the general habit of sailing round the world
and planting the flag, to establishing huge and complex colonial admin-
istrations, was an inextricable feature of its evolving capitalism. In both
its pre-industrial and industrial stages, sugar constitutes a major propor-
tion of British imports and exports.

The sugar plantation

The key to the impact of sugar on colonial society is the plantation, and
we might ask: Why does the sugar plantation have such a profound and
disruptive effect regardless of location? Is there something about the
sugar plantation itself which confirms the violent hierarchy of colonial-
ism? The basic elements of sugar production are well known: sucrose
content diminishes rapidly after cutting and the sugar extracted is a tiny
proportion of the raw cane, so factories must be located near the point
of harvest, but this itself does not exclude the possibility of smallholders
processing their cane through a central co-operatively-run factory. The
development of the sugar plantation as a monocultural and socially
dominant hegemony is linked to the relentless invention and promotion
of its consumption as a staple. In this monocultural occupation of land,
the link between colonial and capitalist expansion becomes most intense.
Understanding the plantation, and by that I mean understanding its
cultural as well as economic implications, is a door to understanding the
processes of imperial expansion.

A model for this process can be seen in the history of Barbados
(Sheridan, 1974). Discovered in 1625, Barbados had 1,400 English settlers
by 1628, a number which grew to 37,000 in 1643. This was a vibrant
society of planters and former indentured servants growing tobacco,
cotton, indigo, pepper, citrus fruits, cattle, pigs and poultry and other
consumer goods, but the planting of sugar cane in 1640 rapidly changed
this situation. From an island dominated by a prosperous farming class
which provided healthy domestic markets, by 1685 it became, through
the massive importation of slave labour, and the development of sugar
latifundia, little more than a sugar factory, owned by a few capitalists
who lived abroad, and worked by a mass of alien labourers. This literally
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devastated the ecology, the economy and the society of Barbados as
people fled to escape hunger and look for jobs which had disappeared
from the island.

The plantation system focuses the enormous impact and the interrela-
tionship of British imperialism, capitalism and slavery. It is salutary to
ask whether the lasting disruptions of slavery, colonial occupation or
ecological devastation would have occurred without sugar. What if
Britain had, for some reason, developed beet sugar production centuries
before Napoleon?? Would slavery have become such an essential feature
of other plantation crops such as tobacco, tea or cotton if sugar planta-
tions had not established the pattern? Would the enormous and tragic
consequences of tropical plantations have occurred? What would have
happened to the diet of the British working class? How rapidly would
capital have been accumulated by industrial England? Looking at it this
way, it is difficult to imagine how the forces of industrial capitalism
might have coincided with Britain’s imperial dominance without the
extraordinary catalyst of cane sugar.

Slavery

Perhaps the most significant consequence of sugar was the exponential
increase in slavery. Under the impetus of an exploding European con-
sumption in the eighteenth century, a ‘triangular trade’ developed in
which European goods were sold to Africa, and African slaves were
carried to the New World, from whence tropical commodities, especially
sugar, were transported to Europe.® In this sense, the extreme commod-
ification and adoption of new business techniques which underpinned
the sugar production process meant that slavery also became the dark
underside of the European passion for progress and scientism — the
hallmarks of the project of modernity. It is estimated that between 1500
and 1870, more than 12 million African captives were forcibly removed
and taken to the New World. More than 1.5 million captives never
reached their destination, but died under the most horrific conditions
during the passage. The new business techniques which underpinned
the commercialization of sugar necessitated that human labour itself was
denigrated to the level of an essential but renewable resource, an
indispensable commodity in sugar production.

The inequitable fact of slavery, the horrendous conditions which
African slaves endured, as well as the modes of power which defined
relations between slaves and their owners, necessitated some form of
justificatory system to rationalize its contradictory position in modern
principles of political and human rights. In this way, the concept of race
already evident within Western epistemology took on a poignant signi-
ficance. Central to such a system was the idea of ‘white’ superiority and
‘black’ inferiority. Wherever the system was challenged, religious sanc-
tions were often deployed to justify a racial hierarchy and hence slavery.
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The designation of black races as the ‘sons of Ham’ doomed by Noah to
be ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’ continued in South Africa
into the twentieth century. More commonly, during the nineteenth
century as abolitionism grew in strength, ethnological and physiognomic
myths were employed to justify European domination. As the plantation
system developed, these justifications became important mechanisms of
control ‘which both protected fellow Europeans from the rigours of full
slavery and designated Africans or blacks as its proper victims’ (Black-
burn, 1997: 12). The key to this, of course, is that, if slavery had a radical
effect on the development of racial myths to justify British imperialism,
the sugar trade, which initiated and developed the exploitation of slaves,
was the direct agent in this profound cultural transformation.

Slavery has been a persistently contradictory aspect of modernity. The
most attractive aspect of the Enlightenment, with its confirmation of
human individuality, was the promise of a greater personal freedom. In
general terms, the rise both of empire and race thinking were linked by
the need to marginalize and denigrate those African races who were
being enslaved. Modernity was always European modernity, and its
spread was the spread of empire, but the fuel of this advance was the
contradiction of a form of servitude employed in the colonies which was
detested at home. Europeans ‘saw in slavery a notion of intense and
comprehensive domination that was the antithesis of citizenship and self
respect’ (Blackburn, 1997: 18). Its employment as a moral and economic
technology of colonial subjection was all the more telling.

Slavery exposed the duplicity at the heart of European modernity:
‘the subscription to the ideals of universal humanity and democracy on
the one hand, and the imperial and colonial subjugation of non-European
peoples and racism on the other’ (Eze, 1997: 12). However, as Eze
suggests, rather than slavery being a contradiction between the ideals of
the Enlightenment and the sordid reality, the establishment of European
cultural and philosophical supremacy required the dialectical negation
of Africa where slavery was a key feature: ‘By dialectically negating
Africa, Europe was able to posit and represent itself and its contingent
historicity as the ideal culture, the ideal humanity, and ideal history’
(ibid.: 13). This negation has a direct material effect in the commodifica-
tion of Africans as slaves, commodified first as a debased cargo for sale,
and second as an inhumanly exploited labour force for the improvement
of sugar profits.

African slaves were hardly the passive and benign recipients of their
fate as expendable plantation labour, and increasing rebellion was
matched by increasing violence from plantation owners; but also, from
the beginning, it was impossible to keep the races completely separate.
Over time, as the plantation system developed, a new ‘Creole’ culture
emerged which was a mixture of European, African, South Asian and
Amerindian peoples. This Creole culture was the realization of a ‘new
synthesis or mixture, arrived at through the struggles within and
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between the various components of the colonial population’. It was these
African slaves and their descendants who ‘paid with their blood and
sweat and incarceration for the phenomenal expansion of human pos-
sibilities in the Atlantic world’ (Blackburn, 1997: 22). While the immedi-
ate costs of the slave trade were manifest in the large number of slaves
who perished in the voyage to the New World, and malnutrition,
brutality, disease and overwork took a further toll, they nevertheless
prevailed to evolve a vibrant Creole culture (Brathwaite, 1971). This new
form of diasporic culture was a further and much more complex conse-
quence of Caribbean sugar production, one which continues to have its
effects in the world today.

Sugar as a metonym of imperial discourse

Apart from its extraordinary function in British economic history, sugar
— by which I mean the production, marketing and consumption of
tropical sugar cane - is an unparalleled metonym of imperial relations.
To the question: ‘Why should sugar be such a powerful model of the
dynamic of empire?” one answer must be that commodity is a phenom-
enon of extremes. In the growth of sugar consumption, in economic
expansion, in the disruption of entire regions, and the transportation of
millions of slaves, sugar has been the cause of extraordinary change and
dislocation. The extremity of its consequences and its importance as an
economic fulcrum make it an unparalleled demonstration of the cultural
and political dynamic of colonialism. It demonstrates the circulatory and
transcultural dynamic of colonial contact; it focuses the nature of the
relationship between class and race, and of the important place of class
hegemony in imperial expansion; it exposes the extent to which British
culture was built on slavery; it demonstrates the persistent material and
economic effects of colonization, and it demonstrates the perpetuation of
the link between class and race in contemporary globalization. Sugar
focuses as no other commodity has done, the extent to which imperial
class and race relations are intertwined.

Circulation

The phenomenon of ‘transculturation’, a term coined by Fernando Ortiz
and developed by Mary Louise Pratt (1992), describes an important
feature of the transformative consequences of post-colonial cultures. The
effects of colonization do not go only one way, from the centre to the
margins, but circulate, the imperial societies being changed as much as
the colonized in the interactive relationship of imperial contact and
colonial control. This cultural phenomenon is modelled in striking clarity
in the circulatory nature of the sugar economy. The rapid rise in consump-
tion of this luxury quickly established it as a necessity, the production,
manufacture and trade in which had almost incalculable effects on British
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economy and society itself. Although the impact of sugar on the Caribbean
was catastrophic, it was balanced by profound consequences in imperial
society as well. The impact of the ‘white and deadly’ imperial culture
upon the Caribbean was matched, in different ways, by the impact of the
‘white and deadly’ substance on Britain (Ahluwalia et al., 1999). In fact it
was not simply a matching of effects, but the effects of consumption at the
centre and production in the colonies were absolutely interdependent.
Slave economies were not simply adjuncts to, but vital parts of the
European economies.

This two-way, interactive and circulatory economic effect is an enorm-
ous material demonstration of transculturation. The devastations of
slavery, the plantation economy, global displacement, all caused in very
large part by the production of sugar, generated dynamic and hybrid
cultures which came to spread their effects throughout the world.
Although it is too reductive to limit sugar to the plantation and the
Atlantic, it is nevertheless true that the appalling social consequences of
Caribbean sugar production initiated cultural transformations which
have affected the world and are affecting it still. Because sugar is the
reason for the most traumatized and disrupted colonial populations, it is
also the focus of the most revolutionary cultural developments.

Class, consumption and empire

Sugar transformed British eating habits more comprehensively than
those of any other European nation. Not only did it ensure the rapid
increase in consumption of coffee, tea and chocolate, but by the end of
the nineteenth century, sugar constituted up to 25 per cent of the
working-class diet in Britain.* Its consumption shows the most exponen-
tial increase of any commodity in history. Able to deliver high caloric
content quickly and easily to factory workers in beverages, it became, in
its various forms, equal to bread in its delivery of carbohydrates to the
British poor. Consequently, the replacement of beer by highly sweetened
tea contributed greatly to the reduction in the nutrition of the working
class by the end of the nineteenth century. If we take into account the
fact that the majority of protein coming into the family went to the male
bread-winner, the effects upon women and children must have been
enormous (Mintz, 1985: 145).

Although sugar was initially a luxury commodity, affordable only by
the aristocracy, the economies of scale which resulted from the develop-
ment of the plantation industry meant that sugar usage spread into all
layers and classes of society. There is a badly under-theorized assumption
by historians such as Walvin (1997) that the adoption of sugar simply
filtered down from the upper classes by way of their servants, who
emulated them. But this movement down the scale was demanded by the
need to provide a quick and convenient source of high energy and high
caloric foods for the labouring classes who were driving Britain's rapid
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industrialization. It also met a demand from the other direction: a need
for increased consumption to balance imports of tropical sugar against
the exports of manufactured goods. Once plantations were established in
the early seventeenth century they began to drive consumption.

It is no accident that per capita sugar consumption in Britain reached
four times that of any other European country by the end of the
nineteenth century, and was the first commodity to be protected during
the war (Lewis, 1970: 19; Albert and Graves, 1988: 4). This had a huge
impact on the distinction of British cuisine (such as it was) from those of
other European countries. However, in broader terms, the interrelation-
ship between the commodification of labour — both wage labour in
Britain and slave labour on the plantations, the stimulation of consump-
tion and the consequent maximization of profits — led to a surfeit of
capital which Hobson claims was the driving force of late nineteenth-
century imperial expansion (Hobson, 1902). Sugar was centrally impli-
cated in this spiral of capital. Curiously (a point which undermines
Hobson’s argument somewhat), this capital was not repatriated back
into colonial sugar, so at the end of the nineteenth century, we are faced
with the paradox, of a combination of a stagnating fund of British capital
and a rapidly stagnating sugar cane industry.

Culture and coercion

More than any other investment, sugar funded the leisure, and hence the
culture, of the English landowning gentry. The surplus drain from sugar-
producing countries to the imperial centre, sometimes to buy peerages
and consolidate status, often to diversify into industrial ventures, was a
constant and profoundly debilitating aspect of the colonial relationship
(Dunn, 1973); but, while impoverishing the colonial economy and enrich-
ing the metropolis, sugar had a profound effect on the cultures of both.
Arguably, its effects on metropolitan culture were invisible, as the sordid
reality of plantation exploitation was submerged beneath a growing
English gentility. This is the feature of English life revealed by what Said
calls a contrapuntal reading of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park.

In this novel, Sir Thomas Bertram’s absence from Mansfield Park,
tending to his Antiguan plantations, leads to a process of genteel but
worrying dissolution amongst the young people left in the inadequate
care of Lady Bertram and Mrs Norris. A gradual sense of freedom and
lawlessness is about to result in the performance of a play called Lovers’
Vows when Sir Thomas returns and methodically puts things to rights,
like ‘Crusoe setting things in order’, or ‘an early Protestant eliminating
all traces of frivolous behaviour’ (Said, 1993: 104). Said's contrapuntal
reading brings the reality of Antigua to the fore in this process. Sir
Thomas, we assume, does exactly the same things on his Antiguan
plantations, methodically and purposefully maintaining control over his
colonial domain with an unimpeachable sense of his own authority:
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More clearly than anywhere else in her fiction, Austen here synchron-
ises domestic with international authority, making it plain that the
values associated with such higher things as ordination, law, and
propriety must be grounded firmly in actual rule over and possession
of territory. She sees that to hold and rule Mansfield Park is to hold
and rule an imperial estate in close, not to say inevitable association
with it. What assures the domestic tranquillity and attractive harmony
of one is the productivity and regulated discipline of the other. (Said,
1993: 104)

Mansfield Park itself exists as both metaphor and metonymy of the
colonial domain of Sir Thomas, without whose overseas properties the
ordered life of the Park could not function. Such a contrapuntal reading
can be extended to the extensive vista of imperial culture in its various
manifestations. For what funded the universalist notions of value, moral-
ity and worth, which became the very basis of Britain’s civilizing
mission, were based on an exploitation of the uncivilized colonial world.

Colonialism and Its material consequences

The effects of the plantation economy continue to the present day and
represent the lingering material effects of colonization, effects which
continue to contribute to post-colonial futures. There is something about
the sugar plantation and its importance to structures of imperial power
that has led to continual disruption, and social and economic exploita-
tion. In every analysis of the contemporary sugar industry in particular
locations, such as Brazil, Guyana or the Philippines, the present situ-
ation is recognized as a consequence of the colonial relationship, and
its social and economic effects. The ‘high degree of centralisation of
political authority associated with colonial rule was mirrored in the
political power of the planter class’ (Thomas, 1984: 13). In places such
as Guyana, there was a direct relation between sugar power and polit-
ical power, as the plantocracy exercised a virtual monopoly over the
state machinery.

Sugar-producing societies have become economically lopsided,
depressed and artificially dependent on a single commodity. Plantations
have impeded the development of domestic food production, concen-
trated income in a small group of landowners, and subjugated the rural
population to the landed élite. Since slaves were not active consumers,
domestic markets remained small; and the slave’s presence depressed
wages, and in most cases inhibited the development of a free rural
proletariat (Eisenberg, 1974: 7). Thus the sugar plantation, with its
occupation of large tracts of land and its resistance to diversification,
completely dominates those small economies in which sugar is grown,
and not only in the well-documented Caribbean. Planters pursued sugar
to the virtual exclusion of all other productive activity. By its very
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nature, the sugar plantation, even after the abolition of slavery, was
socially, materially, economically and ecologically totalitarian.

Unquestionably, one of the most lasting impacts of the sugar planta-
tion is the mode of labour relations it developed over three centuries.
The sugar plantation is labour intensive, the employment of cheap labour
excludes any need to modernize the harvesting process, and it institu-
tionalizes a violent and repressive relationship with the workforce. In
turn, the labour force itself becomes highly stratified, so that a ‘system
of sharp and rigid class differentiation’ becomes woven into a ‘system of
sharp and rigid racial differentiation” (Thomas, 1984: 14). After emancip-
ation, the addition of other ethnic groups led to a similarly sharp
differentiation between the two. ‘To this day’, says Thomas, the social
relations built up by the plantation system pose ‘insuperable obstacles to
the transformation of rural life in Guyana’ (1984: 14).

For instance, Roger Plant’s Sugar and Modern Slavery (1987) discusses
how the culture of slavery has continued in the island of Hispaniola,
with Haiti co-opting its citizens and selling them to the Dominican
Republic where they are used as virtual slaves. One reviewer could not
see why ‘he should be so concerned about the conditions under which
one state transfers a relatively small number of workers to the other’ and
saw it as running the risk of ‘diverting attention from the greater cause
of frustrated aspirations’ (Cameron, 1987). Such responses suggest that,
unless we understand the perpetuation of inequality in labour relations
as a consequence of the mode of labour relations central to the colonial
process, we run the risk of seeing phenomena such as that of modern
slavery in Hispaniola as a peripheral aberration. In Hispaniola, we see a
stark example of the perpetuation of relations of power that colonialism
established.

Sugar workers throughout the world still bear the brunt of the
industry’s endemic structural weaknesses and fluctuations in the market.
In the Philippines, says Shoesmith, ‘there are between four and five
hundred thousand sugar workers with some three million dependants
who live under conditions not so far removed from those in the slave
plantations of the West Indies and North America in the early 1800s’
(Shoesmith, 1977: 9). The corruption of President Marcos, who pocketed
hundreds of millions of dollars from the US-protected industry, was
only possible because the sugar industry ‘has long supported an olig-
archy which must take a great deal of responsibility for the way in which
Spaniards, Americans, Japanese and fellow Filipinos have been able to
enrich themselves while impoverishing the Philippines and the great
majority of Filipinos’ (ibid.: 9).

The link between sugar and colonialism needs to be stressed because
it is relatively easy to see the social and economic effects of sugar purely
in terms of emergent capitalism. Significantly, the abolition of slavery in
the 1830s coincided with the end of the mercantilist era: the Sugar Duties
Act, passed in 1846, equalized import duties on all sugars after 1851
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(later postponed to 1854). Free trade was then, asitis now, the preference
of the powerful, since it operated in the best interests of the large
economies which could undersell competitors and which needed large
supplies of cheap (untariffed) resources. However, it was disastrous for
small sugar economies and led to the development of an absentee
landowner class as a precursor to the development of the limited liability
company. British capitalism was always mediated by its imperialism, so
that the sugar economy became integrated into its capitalism as a natural
extension of colonial power.

Globalization

This chronic depression of sugar-producing economies leads directly to
my consideration of sugar and globalization. A survey of sugar sites on
the internet will quickly reveal two things: the huge consumption of
sugar in the USA and the totalitarian way in which world prices are kept
low.> This would tempt one into a top-down view of globalization, of
global capital exploiting the poor Southern hemisphere and tropical
nations on behalf of the rich North. Such a view is radically destabilized
by the example of post-colonial transformation, but even more interest-
ing is that moment, as we saw in chapter 4, when America began to take
charge of imperial rhetoric, a moment we can virtually date from Teddy
Roosevelt’s speech on the eve of his election in 1901 (see Chaper 3).
Remarkably, at the exact moment when the British Empire was at its
peak, America was already taking over moral responsibility for the
civilizing mission. Even more interestingly, by this time, America had
already exceeded Britain in total sugar consumption and was soon to
outstrip it in per capita consumption. Considering how much sugar
Britain consumed by the turn of the century, this is astonishing. Whether
or not America drives the global economy today - and this depends
upon how you view globalization — it is clear that America initiated it
by inventing the three major modes of globalization: mass production,
mass consumption and mass communication.

In two of these modes — production and consumption - sugar con-
tinues to have an inordinate function. Why? Because it is a drug food
and an unparalleled promoter of bodily desire. Adam Smith is perhaps
the first globalist, and his view of the role of commodities in distinguish-
ing the civilized from the barbarous is deeply embedded in the ideology
of empire. For him the social body is a body composed of things, a web
of commodities circulating in an exchange that connects people who do
not see or know each other. These things make it a ‘civilized’ body.
Having an abundance of ‘objects of comfort’ is the litmus test that
distinguishes ‘civilized and thriving nations’ from ‘savage’ ones, ‘so
miserably poor’ that they are reduced to ‘mere want’ (Smith, 1776: 1x). It
is a trade that has caused certain parts of the world to progress, leaving
others (such as Africa) in a ‘barbarous and uncivilized state’.
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Smith was the first to recognize the crucial function of desire. ‘I come
to desire the pleasure of desire itself. In fact it could not be otherwise. If
desire were satiated, if it were not deflected onto a demand for commod-
ities . . . then not only would the growth of wealth come to a halt but the
whole social nexus of civilization would fall apart’ (Buck-Morss, 1995:
452). So, as capitalism is central to civilization, desire is central to
capitalism, and becomes its most resilient and captivating export. When
thinking of desire, we are invariably drawn towards sexuality, and there
is no doubt that the commodification of sexuality is a great driver of
consumption; but the most pervasive object of bodily desire is food.
When that food is a drug food, and when desire is stimulated by its
presence in almost every other processed food, its function in value-
adding and profit-taking becomes immense. Sugar is obviously not the
only focus of bodily desire, but it comprehensively demonstrates how
the operations of classical imperialism can transform effortlessly into
global circulations of production and consumption by means of the
potency of desire.

This element of desire is crucial to the modern consumption of
processed foods. In this respect we might say that the purest metonym
of desire lies in physical taste itself, for this is the key to an apparently
uncontainable increase in consumption based on pleasure rather than
need. The three key elements of processed food consumption are fat, salt
and sugar. Two of these, fat and salt, are necessary in small quantities
and play a huge part in the facilitation of smell and taste: as Adam
Smith says, ‘I come to desire the pleasure of desire itself’; but where the
use of fat and salt has finite limits in food processing, the totally
unnecessary food — the drug food, sugar — is the one most amenable to
exponential increases as a food additive. For the metonym of desire —
physical taste — is the key to driving the body to consume what it neither
wants nor needs.

At this point, the spiral which links class and race in imperial
discourse is continued in global sugar consumption. Sugar is still the
food of the poor, and the poor are to a significant extent the non-white
populations of the world.®* Where sugar-producing countries continue to
show the effects of the exploitative nature of sugar production, the link
between sugar and desire is almost universal. One example may be
found in the supply of rations to Australian aborigines: flour, tea, sugar,
salt and small amounts of meat. It has been suggested that the contem-
porary Aboriginal body, with its excessive rates of heart dysfunction,
diabetes and obesity (as well as lung cancer and alcoholism), is a direct
product of those introduced foods and drugs which came to be accepted
as normal.
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The Caribbean: sugar and cultural transformation

The economic and political effects of sugar in colonial societies are clear
consequences of the sugar plantation mode of production. The violent
and exploitative mode of labour relations; the movement of millions of
people, through slavery and indenture, from one part of the world to
another; the totalitarian occupation of space; the excessive dependence
on a single crop which went close to converting a whole region into a
giant sugar factory; the consequent distortion and ruin of local econom-
ies; and the institutionalizing of poverty, have all had incalculable
consequences on contemporary societies. The abolition of slavery, inde-
pendence, and nationalization have done little to ameliorate the totalit-
arian, hegemonic and inequitable system of sugar production.

So when we talk about the Caribbean, in particular, we talk about a
history of social and political decay, exploitation, disruption and ruin.
The post-colonial question is: ‘How did these displaced, traumatized and
diasporic cultures break down the brutal binaries of the colonial planta-
tion society to produce one of the most vibrant cultures in the world
today? The answer may be found back on the sugar plantation itself.
These societies transformed themselves by utilizing the heterogeneous
range of cultural backgrounds and influences which constituted them,
employing many of the social strategies of resistance built up through
centuries of plantation slavery. Sugar workers, under conditions of
extreme exploitation, poverty, hardship and dislocation, developed
forms of cultural resistance which came to characterize the vitality of the
Caribbean. Ultimately, the transformative effects of these cultures circu-
lated into the imperial and global centres. It is because of the model of
post-colonial transformation that we can understand how complex and
circulatory globalization is — as complex and circulatory as classical
imperialism.

In sugar we find an extreme display of the transformative develop-
ment of post-colonial futures. As an overwhelmingly colonial product, a
product consumed everywhere, a commodity whose production devast-
ated environments, displaced huge populations of diasporic peoples,
revolutionized patterns of consumption, it is an unparalleled linchpin of
economic history. Because of the extremity of its effects, it is a powerful
metonym of imperial discourse; because of the pervasiveness and power
of the desire it evokes, it demonstrates the effortless way in which a
product of the British Empire can become a driving force of global
capital. When we search for a key to the energy driving the transforma-
tions effected by the peoples whose lives were radically changed by
colonialism, we can find no better location for it than the Caribbean
sugar plantation. Sugar focuses the dynamic reality of post-colonial
strategies as no other single product has ever done.
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Notes

1. Although Wallerstein’s view problematized an older historical Marxist position, with a
theory of the structure of domination, it has come to underpin various versions of
dependency theory, which have the effect of accepting a structure of unequal power
relations as inevitable.

2. Napoleon sponsored the development of beet sugar after his defeat at the battle of
Trafalgar had severely diminished his capacity to conduct overseas trade. Beet sugar,
discovered by the German chemist Marggraf in 1747, became the main form of sugar
consumed in continental Europe after Napoleon’s intervention, and by the end of the
nineteenth century Germany was the largest exporter of sugar (beet sugar) in the world.

3. The ‘triangular trade’ is a fairly recent conception of the shape of Atlantic commerce.
Clearly, not many ships actually took cargo to Africa, filled up with slaves and transported
them to America and then took sugar on to England, but as a geometrical concept of the
commodity relationship which existed in the Atlantic it has proven to be extremely
evocative. The most significant legacy has been the development of myths surrounding the
‘Middle Passage’ when slaves were brought across the Atlantic to work the burgeoning
sugar plantations.

4. This is an estimate based on figures for the whole British population for whom, by 1900,
17.5 per cent of total caloric content was provided by sugar. If that figure ‘could be revised
to account for class, age and intrafamily differentials, the percentage for working class
women and children would be astounding’ (Mintz, 1985: 49).

5. For a bland but revealing statistical account see Brent Borrell, Robert Sturgiss and
Gordon Wong, Global Effects of the US Sugar Policy (Bureau of Agriculture Economic
Discussion Paper 87.3). Canberra: AGPS, 1987.

6. Mintz goes so far as to link the exponential increase in sugar to malnutrition in pre-
school children which is ‘de facto the most widely used method of population control. The
Reagan administration’s attempt to define sucrose-rich catsup as a “vegetable” in federally
supported school lunch programs is a recent demonstration’ (Mintz, 1985: 149).



CHAPTER 6

Caliban’s language

It is perhaps no accident, given the cultural consequences of the Caribbean
sugar industry, that Caribbean novelists and poets have been among the
most energetic transformers of colonial language. Already competent in
moving through various registers of English, within what Bickerton calls
the ‘creole continuum’ (1973), their inventiveness with language is virtu-
ally unparalleled in the post-colonial world. The Caribbean has also been
a productive site for the rereading and rewriting of the canonical texts of
English literature. Barbadian George Lamming, for instance, althoughnot
the first to recognize the colonial implications of Shakespeare’s final play,
The Tempest, is the writer who most influenced contemporary post-
colonial readings. This reminds us of the importance of creative writing
and the reading of canonical literature in the process of cultural
transformation.

When we examine these canonical works, they often show themselves
to be consummate reconstructions of the dynamic of imperial power. In
analysing them we discover why they have been so attractive to rewrit-
ings. The Tempest has been read for nearly half a century as a powerful
and remarkably comprehensive allegory of colonization. First used,
somewhat eccentrically, by Octave Mannoni to demonstrate the ‘depend-
ency’ complex of the colonized in 1950 (Mannoni, 1950), The Tempest has
become, since George Lamming’s reading in The Pleasures of Exile, a
major allegory of the colonial experience, written back to, rewritten and
alluded to by one post-colonial writer after another.!

Lamming dismantles the view of Caliban as a creature outside civil-
ization ‘on whose nature/Nurture can never stick’ (IV, i, 188-9), showing
him to be a human being (specifically a West Indian), whose human
status has been denied by the European claims to an exclusive human
condition.? In the relationship between Prospero, Miranda, Ariel and
Caliban we find demonstrated in dramatic form some of the most
fundamental features of the colonial enterprise: the consummate binary
set up between colonizer and colonized; the nature of the power relation-
ship which this binary facilitates; the hegemony of imperial notions of
order and good government; the profound link between such ideas and
the technology of the colonizing power (which in Prospero is symbolized
by his magic art); the racial debasement and demonization of the
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colonized (articulated by Prospero’s, and the play’s, attitude to Caliban);
and the belief that goals of ‘improvement’, of the civilizing mission, are
a justification for subjugation.

Because such texts allegorize so well the dynamics of imperial power,
they offer a rich site for the consideration of post-colonial issues, and
one of these is the future of Caliban’s language. While The Tempest has
been a classic subject of rereadings and rewritings, it is in Caliban’s
encounter with Prospero’s language that some of the most interesting
questions of post-colonial transformation emerge. The play provides one
of the most confronting demonstrations of the importance of language in
the colonial encounter, but it does not share our interest in Caliban, who
disappears without trace leaving us ignorant of the possibilities of his
use of Prospero’s speech. The Tempest is fascinating because, while it
liberally displays the power of Prospero’s language, it offers no view of
Caliban’s response, other than his resonant ‘You taught me your
language, and my profit on’t is I know how to curse’. Famous though
this response has become, it fails to conceive any possibility of Caliban’s
power to transform language. Caliban remains an evocative and contro-
versial symbol of the post-colonial response: while many would hold
that colonial language has no other function than oppression, good for
nothing but cursing, writers throughout the colonized world have con-
tinued to transform it, and turn it into a vehicle that works for them.

Caliban therefore becomes a peerless figure of colonial ambivalence
and the main reason for the many counter-discursive renditions of the
play. Caliban is important for our purposes because he has no future;
that is, Shakespeare is incapable of conceiving any future for him. Thus,
to see Caliban’s cursing as the only response the colonized subject might
have to the colonial language is to accept Caliban as the play presents
him: a vanquished and marginalized miscegenator with no hope and no
future. Once we locate the colonial significance of the play, some very
different possibilities open up. Because Caliban is so manifestly the
cannibal/primitive, the abject other of European civilization in the play,
he has become a symbol for representations of subaltern exploitation
and resistance. His disappearance from the action invites us to extend
the allegory and consider the trajectory of his future, specifically the
future of his speaking, his use of the colonial language.

Caliban’s virtual relegation to the status of cursing savage is curiously
echoed in the writings of Roberto Ferndndez Retamar, whose Spanish
essays on Caliban - ‘Caliban’ written in 1971, ‘Caliban revisited” written
in 1986 (both translated in Retamar, 1989), and ‘Caliban speaks five
hundred years later’ written in 1992 (McClintock et al., 1997) — raised the
character to almost iconic status in Latin America. Retamar’s essays are
a trenchant attack on the huge and flimsy edifice of European imperial-
ism. Yet in launching the attack they have as little to say about Caliban’s
future as The Tempest. Caliban appears to be unable to do anything but
curse in the dominant language. This strangely futureless positioning of
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Caliban’s voice reaches a peak in Retamar’s final essay, ‘Caliban speaks
five hundred years later’, a long diatribe against Europe and its historic
imperialist evils, in which the author adopts Caliban’s identity to, in a
sense, ‘curse’ the effects of 500 years of domination. For all its political
energy, it becomes an interesting demonstration of the inability of some
resistance rhetoric to take into account the kinds of transformations that
have actually occurred in colonized societies. The paradoxical effect of
this is to lock Caliban into the position of anti-European ‘natural man’.

Clearly, Shakespeare endorses Prospero’s project to civilize the ‘nat-
ural man’. Prospero is also a model for the playwright himself, a creative
authority at the height of his powers who looks back in the play upon
the capacity of creative art to change nature. However, perhaps for this
reason, the contest between Nature and Art in the play is by no means a
foregone conclusion: in a significant intervention into this argument, the
kindly Gonzalo proposes that in a Kingdom ruled by him, ‘All things in
common Nature should produce/Without sweat or endeavour’ (ILj,
155-6). Furthermore, Caliban, so comprehensively demonized, is never-
theless given some of the most beautiful and powerful lines in the play.
While the conflict between Prospero’s Art and Caliban’s natural man
remains central, Caliban becomes, in a post-colonial reading, the lens
through which the political issues of colonial subjection are focused.
Caliban is the key to the transformation of this allegory in such a
reading, for he is not only colonized by Prospero, but, in a sense, also by
the assumptions on which the play is based.

Caliban, as the marginalized indigene, is the antithesis of culture. He
is ignorant of gentleness and humanity, he is a savage and capable of all
ill; he is born to slavery, not to freedom, of a vile rather than a noble
union, and whose parents represent an evil natural magic which is the
antithesis of Prospero’s art. More importantly, his nature is one on which
nurture, the benefits of imperial culture ‘will not stick’. Thus in every
respect he embodies the primitive colonized savage and indicates the
comprehensiveness with which his depiction by an invading and hege-
monic power justifies his subjugation. (The way in which Caliban is
understood and the terms by which he is described justify the colonizing
process which subjugates him, so in this way the language and the
assumptions underlying its use both marginalize Caliban and justify his
colonization.) Prospero’s Art, on the other hand, is seen to represent
civilized man’s power over the world and himself, a power over Nature
divorced from grace, of the mind over the senses.

The naming and depiction of Caliban (Carib — Canibal - Caliban) is a
clear demonstration of the attempt by the text to refute the view of
Nature as that which man corrupts, and of Montaigne’s view that the
natural man enjoyed a naturally virtuous life uncorrupted by civilization
(Florio, 1603). Caliban’s origins and character are 'natural’ in the sense
that they do not partake of grace, civility or art. Clearly Shakespeare’s
text resists the ambivalence that enters into the argument between Locke
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and Rousseau about the ‘natural’ state of the child (see Chapter 3).
Caliban is ugly in body, associated with an evil ‘natural’ magic, and
unqualified for rule or nurture. He is in every way offered as an example
of the baseness of the life yet unordered by method, society, civilization
or good governument. The play categorically contests the assumptions of
Montaigne or Rousseau that nature is that which human society corrupts
(Rousseau, 1755). Culture is that which necessarily turns the savage into
a human being and it is the colonizing culture that provides the model
par excellence of this process; above all, it is language that performs this
civilizing and humanizing function.

Caliban is the prototype of the colonized subject, whose baseness, as
constructed by the colonizer, is the justifying prerequisite of colonization.
This is why Caliban has been so consistently fascinating to writers trying
to understand their own colonial condition. Edouard Glissant says:

This is the problem of Caliban, that island creature whom a prince from
the continent wished to civilize. The theme of Caliban has touched
Caribbean intellectuals in a surprising way: Fanon, Lamming, Césaire,
Ferndndez Retamar. The fact is that Caliban, as the locus of encounters
and conflicts, has become a symbol. Above and beyond Shakespeare’s
savage cannibal, a real dynamic is at play — not only in the Caribbean
but in many places in the Third World — a dynamic constituted by
encounters among these three necessities: the class struggle, the emer-
gence or the construction of the nation, the quest for collective identity.
The facts of social and cultural life are only rarely combined and rein-
forced in harmony. It is claimed in Panama that the negritude movement
promoted by Panamanians of Caribbean origin is in opposition to the
will to reinforce the Panamanian nation. It is asserted in Trinidad that
the resolution of political or economic problems is achieved or not
achieved (depending on the ideology of the speaker) by the aggressive
affirmation of either Indian or African identity. It is argued in Cuba that
the solution to problems of social inequality will mean the simultaneous
removal of racism. All of that is the true Caribbean problematic. It is
why Caliban deserves such a passionate scrutiny. (1989: 118-19)

It is not the simplicity of Caliban’s rebellion and striving for identity
which makes him so relevant to post-colonial experience, but its com-
plexity. For every discourse of resistance there are several others vying
for authority. The centre of this complexity, of the contending issues of
class, race, nation, is the language he speaks. For in this language
freedom resides, if only he can find the discourse which will liberate it.

Language, learning and colonial power

The domination of Prospero’s Art over Nature and the colonized world
is above all the domination of his language and books. Indeed it is,
curiously, the reason for his overthrow and exile to the island.
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And Prospero the prime Duke being so reputed
In dignity, and for the liberal Arts

Without a parallel; those being all my study,

The government I cast upon my brother

And to my state grew stranger, being transported
And rapt in secret studies. (I, ii, 72-7)

Prospero is no cynical politician; indeed, by presenting him as deceived
by his brother and naive about the politics of Milan, the play suggests
that his culture dwells in a rarefied dimension far beyond the hurly-
burly of ordinary political intrigue. Dedicated to ‘closeness and the
bettering of my mind’ (I, ii, 90), he embodies the highest ideals of his
culture which exist in the space of the ‘timeless’ and ‘universal’. This,
indeed, is precisely the way in which European culture maintains a
hegemony of ideas and values which outlasts colonial domination itself.

There can be no doubt that the key to the moral superiority manifested
in Prospero’s art is the language with which he names and controls the
island. His function as an educator nurtures the prototypical settler
colonial — his daughter Miranda - but it has a very different effect on
Caliban. In a scene between Prospero, Caliban and Miranda in Act I
Scene ii (on which this chapter will principally focus), we discover how
crucial language becomes in the process of colonial control.

Caliban: As wicked dew as e’er my mother brush’d
With raven'’s feather from unwholesome fen

Drop on you both! a south-west blow on ye

And blister you all o’er!

Prospero: For this, be sure, tonight thou shalt have cramps,
Side-stitches that shall pen thy breath up; urchins

Shall, for that vast of night that they may work,

All exercise on thee; thou shalt be pinch’d

As thick as honeycomb, each pinch more stinging

Than bees made ‘em.

Caliban: I'must eat my dinner.
This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,

Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first,
Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; wouldst give me
Water with berries in’t; and teach me how

To name the bigger light, and how the less,

That burn by day and night: and then I love’d thee,
And show’d thee all the qualities o’ th’ isle,

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Curs’d be I that did so! All the charms

Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you!

For I am all the subjects that you have,

Which first was mine own King: and here you sty me
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In this hard rock, whilst you do keep from me
The rest o’ the island.

Prospero: Thou most lying slave,

Whom stripes may move, not kindness! I have us’d thee,
Filth as thou art, with human care; and lodg’d thee

In mine own cell, till thou didst seek to violate

The honour of my child.

Caliban: O ho, O ho! would’t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled else
This isle with Calibans.

Miranda: Abhorred slave,

Which any print of goodness wilt not take,

Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour
One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like

A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes

With words that made them know. But thy vile race,
Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures
Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou
Deservedly confin’d into this rock,

Who hadst deserved more than a prison.

Caliban: You taught me language; and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For learning me your language. (I, ii, 332-67)

This scene plays out many of the major linguistic, racial and cultural
issues that emerge from the historical trauma of colonialism. Caliban’s
famous reply is a tortured and resonant confirmation of the various
processes of colonial domination that have been articulated in the
previous exchange. Language is not one aspect of a broad range of
colonizing strategies, it is the very mode of cultural control, the vehicle
in which those strategies are effected; but what are these processes of
domination? When we examine the scene closely we will see that it
rehearses several of the most profound and troubling aspects of linguistic
colonization: the issue of place and the power of imperial technology;
the power of naming; the relationship between language and power
itself; the connection between language and race; and the constitutive
and therefore putatively ontological power of a dominant language.

Language, place and imperial technology

The scene opens with a violent exchange between Caliban and Prospero
in which the threats they throw at each other seem to be equally
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malicious. Yet there is a very subtle difference in their nature. Caliban
calls upon a ‘wicked dew’ from ‘unwholesome fen’ (I, ii, 324) to drop on
them both; for a ‘south west blow on ye and blister ye all over’ (I, ii,
325-6). Caliban’s resource is the place itself, the conditions of that island
which he takes for granted as his home. Prospero’s threats are more
sinister and painful, for they are directed at Caliban’s body. ‘Tonight
thou shalt have cramps’, he says, ‘Side stitches that shall pen thy breath
up’. Urchins and bees will do their work on Caliban’s body at Prospero’s
behest.

Although Caliban belongs to the place and can call upon the natural
resources of the island, Prospero’s Art intervenes in nature, for this
intervention is the very function of culture. Prospero’s Art, therefore,
that benign and unworldly profession which immerses itself in study, in
books and in language, becomes directly responsible for Caliban’s phys-
ical pain. That separation between the base materiality of colonial
subjection and the erudite power of imperial learning is completely
dissolved the moment the colonized subject offers resistance. The link
between Prospero’s superior technology and the intention to torture
Caliban’s debased body is a profound metaphor of the actual material
consequences of an eloquent and ‘civilizing’ imperial culture.

It is clear that there is a distinct difference in the play between the
ways in which Prospero and Caliban relate to place. Prospero’s primary
modality is mastery, effected through his ‘Art’ and represented in his
language. Caliban’s ability to experience the island ‘instinctively’,
beyond the domination of Prospero’s Art or language, is elaborated later
when Trinculo and Stephano hear Ariel’s music:

Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,

Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.
Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

Will hum about mine ears; and sometimes voices,
That, if I then had wak’d after long sleep,

Will make me sleep again; and then, in dreaming,
The clouds methought would open, and show riches
Ready to drop upon me; that, when I wak’d,

I cried to dream again. (III, ii, 132-41)

Whereas Prospero uses music to charm, punish and generally consol-
idate his power, music provokes in Caliban an enjoyment of the dream-
like riches of the island. In one view this is a moment of excess that
exists beyond the restricting language of the colonizer. ‘Caliban’s pro-
duction of the island as a pastoral space, separated from the world of
power, takes literally what the discourse in the hands of a Prospero can
only mean metaphorically’ (Brown, 1985, in Bloom, 1988: 149). In this
reading, Caliban desires to escape reality and return to dream as the
only way to evade the control of Prospero’s language, yet it is in this
very language that Caliban reveals the delights of the island to the
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drunkards. Even in this eloquent description of the dream-like qualities
of the island (or perhaps particularly in this description), Caliban engages
the language which ‘interpellates” him in a way that sets his experience
of the island apart.

The colonized do not speak (even in the evocation of dream) from a
space unaffected by the dominant language and culture, not even the
reassuring space of one’s pre-colonial mother tongue. It is this one fact
which most clearly politicizes post-colonial speakers either consciously
or unconsciously. In particular, the power of language to construct the
physical environment is one with which they must always contend.
Whatever the sense of inherent or cultural ‘belonging’ to place which
Caliban may have, it is clear that place may be ‘controlled’ by being
familiarized and domesticated through language. The most obvious ploy
in colonial discourse in general is to name particular sites, towns,
headlands, mountains and rivers with the names of imperial politicians
and monarchs. There is no doubt a cynical element of repayment for
patronage and expectation of advancement by the explorers, carto-
graphers and pioneers who do the naming, but at a more profound level
the place may be incorporated into imperial discourse by a naming of its
climatic, geological, topographical and geographical features which
locate the place into a modern, universal system of reference. The
Mercator projection Atlas is perhaps the most comprehensive and signi-
ficant example of this process, but it occurs continually and at many
levels. For instance, the contestation of English names in various colonies
becomes a strategic aspect of the reclamation of place.

Language and naming

The example of Prospero alerts us to the ways in which this apparently
benign discourse of imperial naming may have actual, harmful effects
on the lives and bodies of the colonized. In reply to Prospero’s threat of
torture, Caliban launches into a famous speech which confirms his own
indigenous possession of the land, the power of Prospero’s language and
the ultimate hollowness of colonial control.

This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,

Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first,

Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; wouldst give me
Water with berries in't; and teach me how

To name the bigger light, and how the less,

That burn by day and night: and then I love’d thee,

And show’d thee all the qualities o’ th’ isle,

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Curs’d be I that did so! (I, ii, 332-40)

Caliban’s ownership of the island is based on prior occupation, which is
the only practical measure of indigeneity, even though his mother
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Sycorax had migrated there. However, the moral force of prior occupa-
tion pales into insignificance alongside the linguistic force of Prospero’s
power to name place; that is, to establish his names as the authoritative
ones. The power to name place, by locating the speaker within a world
that is recognizable through a particular language, bestows the more far-
reaching capacity to construct human identity. This is because those
names represent not just a language but an entire edifice of cultural
assumptions: attitudes about time and space, about the relation between
language and place, and even about the operation of thought itself. In
European colonization names become, in effect, metonymic of modern-
ity, in terms of which the rights to dominance are assumed.

This assumption of dominance requires that the indigenous subjects
be, in effect, dehumanized, their own capacity for naming erased. In
Ermnest Renan’s play Caliban, the opening scene sees Caliban and Ariel
discussing the issues which arise in Act I Scene ii of The Tempest. Here
Ariel echoes the formative and strategic assertion of colonial occupation:

Thou sayest without cessation that the island belonged to thee. In
truth, it did belong to thee, just as the desert belongs to the gazelle, the
jungle to the tiger, and no more. Thou knewest the name of nothing
there. Thou wast a stranger to reason and thy inarticulate language
resembled the bellowing of an angry camel more than any human
speech. (Renan, 1896: 17)

The pronouncement of the inarticulacy of the indigenous occupants is an
important erasure, a constitution of empty space on which ‘place’ can
then be inscribed by the various processes of colonial discourse. One of
these processes involves endowing or denying human identity to the
indigenous inhabitants, a role in which Miranda functions by providing
the terms by which Caliban may know himself. It was she who, teaching
Caliban language, taught him to ‘know thine own meaning’ (I, ii, 358).

Language and power

The naming and renaming of place is a potent demonstration of the
ways in which the power of a discourse may operate. Renaming operates
as if it were the original and authoritative naming of the place, or any
other concept, and it is this authority to describe the world that Pros-
pero’s language acquires. Fundamental to this naming process is the
discursive act of wiping the slate clean, of assuming that no prior naming
system exists. In Renan’s play Caliban, when Ariel replies to Caliban that
‘Thou knewest the name of nothing there. Thou wast a stranger to
reason’ (Renan, 1986: 17) he is, in effect, articulating the doctrine of ‘Terra
Nullius’ which is an essential feature of the claims of a colonial language.
It is this command of the naming of ‘the bigger light and the lesser’
which indicates the command of the colonizing culture, for to name
reality is in some mysterious way to assume control of it, by fitting it
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into a scheme in which all things have their relation because they are
related in language. These lines are deeply resonant of the power of
language within colonialism, for the energy of any monologic discourse
is directed towards certainty, identification, discrimination. This drive
towards a unitary discourse requires that it clearly and unproblematic-
ally discriminates self from other, and in the colonial situation it radically
differentiates the identities of colonizer and colonized.

The proposition that power is mediated in language is by no means
universally accepted, but it is important to recognize that power does
not operate in a simple top-down way, percolating through a hierarchy
of institutions, exerting and distributing itself among strata of dominated
subjects. ‘Power must be analysed as something which circulates’, says
Foucault. ‘Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisa-
tion. And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are
always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this
power’ (1976: 99). Imperial power, for instance, is transcultural (Pratt,
1992); it circulates (through subjects as well as on them), and when it
operates in language, such transculturality is demonstrated by the
capacity of speakers to transform the language by interpolating their
own styles of usage into its wider circulation.

The key to the engagement of post-colonial discourse with power is
that language does not only repress Caliban, it produces him. It produces
him in very material ways, for not only does it produce his self-
representation, but what he can say, where he can say it and when are
all constrained by other dominant participants. In ‘discourse analysis’
(that is, the analysis of language as a social practice), power is all about
‘powerful participants controlling and constraining the contributions of non-
powerful participants’ (Fairclough, 1989: 46; emphasis in original). How
Caliban engages language will be vitally linked to how he engages
powerful participants, and will hence be a key to how he transforms
power to work for him.

George Lamming detects the productive nature of this power,
although he expresses it as imprisonment: the issue for Caliban is one
which goes deeper than a particular language, for ‘There is no escape
from the prison of Prospero’s gift”

Prospero has given Caliban Language; and with it an unstated history
of consequences, an unknown history of future intentions. This gift of
Language meant not English, in particular, but speech and concept as
a way, a method, a necessary avenue towards areas of the self which
could not be reached in any other way. (Lammings, 1960: 109)

Prospero’s gift is the gift of method; but to interpret the productive
power of imperial representation as imprisonment is to ignore the
transformative agency of those produced in this discourse. Does
language provide an avenue towards areas of the self that are unreach-
able in any other way, or does it provide the names by which those
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areas come into being? Prospero’s names metonymize the power he has
over Caliban’s world, here and now, but not necessarily for all time.
Caliban is not imprisoned in Prospero’s language incontrovertibly
because it is by using Prospero’s language (or any other) that Caliban
can actualize his own possibility for being. This power is the key to the
transformative dynamic of post-colonial writing and cultural production.
Such a dynamic emerges in Caliban’s determination to answer back to
one who has such manifest power over him.

All the charms

Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you!

For I am all the subjects that you have,

Which first was mine own King: and here you sty me
In this hard rock, whilst you do keep from me

The rest o’ the island. (I, ii, 346-51)

This speech by Caliban goes right to the heart of post-colonial subjectiv-
ity, and specifically articulates the agency of the interpellated colonial
subject to engage that power which produces him as subject. For, given
the power of Prospero’s language to interpellate Caliban, the discursive
power that produces his subjectivity is neither absolute nor hierarchically
fixed in those institutions — such as education, literature, government —
through which it is perpetuated. Clearly Prospero’s power over Caliban
is tangibly oppressive; he commands the means of physical torture and
incarceration (not to mention the emotionally disabling impact of his
personal treachery to one who loved him and showed him ‘all the
qualities o’ th’ isle’ (I, ii, 339)), but there is a place where the power of
his language cannot reach. For Prospero’s language can only have power
over Caliban to the extent that it has power to cement his perception of
himself, if Caliban comes to internalize the way in which he is situated
in that language, accepting it as a true indication of his status and being.

Although such internalization may occur (and does occur often in the
colonial experience), it is by no means inevitable or complete. Caliban’s
reaction demonstrates the limits of Prospero’s power. For although his
language assumes the status of an authoritative instrument for, in effect,
bringing the world into being, it cannot obliterate Caliban’s belief that
he is the deposed king of the island, and that Prospero’s dominion is in
essence pathetic, since Caliban is his one and only subject. Imperial
power as either repressive force or productive energy is not absolute or
static but transformable. Although it has the power to “produce’ Caliban,
it cannot prevent him from ‘entering’ power and reproducing himself in
the language.

Language and race

Prospero’s response to Caliban demonstrates the ways in which names
exert power over the very being of the colonized. The ‘gift’ of language
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inscribes a power relationship, since the monster is interpellated as a
linguistic subject of the master language. The question of Caliban’s
resistance therefore hinges at precisely this point, for the power of
demonization lies in the capacity to make names stick, to make them the
frame of one’s self-representation. The colonized being whom Prospero
at first stroked and ‘made much of’ is now constructed as a ‘lying slave’,
‘filth’, ‘hag-seed’, while to Miranda he is an ‘abhorred slave’, 'savage’,
‘brutish’, of a 'vile race’. What motivates this change? Nothing less than
the horror of miscegenation.

Thou most lying slave,
Whom stripes may move, not kindness! I have us’d thee,
Filth as thou art, with human care; and lodg’d thee
In mine own cell, till thou seek’st to violate
The honour of my child.

To which Caliban replies

O ho, O ho! would’t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me; I had peopled else
This isle with Calibans.

This passage radically skews the play against Caliban, undermining his
protestations of hospitality to the father and daughter (I, ii, 333-46). The
effect of this charge is to show that he is incapable of recognizing proper
civil boundaries and, by implication, of understanding the boundaries of
place, thus abrogating any rights to the island which he occupies. This
failure to recognize proper boundaries is a sign of primitiveness which
is embedded in the discourse of race. The attempted rape threatens to
introduce a race of hybrid post-colonial subjects, a threat of an almost
dehumanizing racial pollution.

The issue of population is one which lies squarely at the intersection
of race and colonialism, for ‘to govern is to populate’, as the South
American Alberdi says. Roberto Fernandez Retamar, in his essay ‘Cali-
ban’, quotes Sarmiento’s discussion of this slogan: ‘Many difficulties will
be presented by the occupation of so extensive a country; but there will
be no advantage comparable to that gained by the extinction of savage
tribes.” 'That is to say’, says Retamar, ‘for Sarmiento, to govern is also to
depopulate the nation of its Indians (and gauchos)’ (Retamar, 1989: 23).
Caliban threatens the creation of a mestizo society, a concept which is
racially inimical to Prospero’s colonial ideal for the island and radically
contrary to the more sinister programme of depopulation.

The link between language and race has existed since the emergence
of racialist theory in writers such as Buffon, and becomes a key feature
of imperial discourse, as Macaulay’s Minute indicates: the assumptions
about language are encouraged and ratified by the political, cultural and
racial assertions of a dominant group. This link is foreshadowed in the
exchange between Caliban and Prospero and Miranda, although not
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explicitly, for it is important to remember that the formal categorization
of races had not yet occurred in European thinking when the play was
written. The language which enabled Caliban to ‘name the bigger light
and how the less’ (I, ii, 337) and which therefore becomes commensurate
with reality itself, is a language in which the consequent assumption of
authority cannot brook any thought of racial (or linguistic) intermixing.
In his play Caliban, Renan has Ariel say, ‘Prospero taught thee the Aryan
language, and with that divine tongue the channel of reason has become
inseparable from thee’ (1896: 18). There is a very deep investment in the
link between language and culture in nineteenth-century thinking (when
Renan wrote his play); indeed, it is the force of this link which carries
over into assumptions about language today. Hybridity represents not
merely a racial impurity, but, more profoundly, threatens to disrupt the
link between language and race so important to racialist thinking, and
hence to the civilizing mission of imperialism. According to Renan, if
one is fortunate enough to speak ‘Indo-European’, one benefits from all
the qualities of that race (ibid.: 145).

Indeed, the myth of the authority of the dominant (Aryan) tongue as
a discourse of knowledge rests upon its inviolability. As George Lam-
ming asks:

Could Prospero really have endured the presence and meaning of a
brown skin grandchild? It would not be Miranda’s own doing. It
would not be the result of their enterprise. It would be Miranda’s and
Caliban’s child. It would be theirs: the result and expression of some
fusion both physical and other than physical. (1960: 102)

It is these ‘other than physical’ possibilities that are the most far-reaching.
For quite apart from issues of rape and miscegenation is the possibility
of the emergence of a hybrid ‘decolonizing’ language which might
completely transform the nature of the colonial relationship and, con-
sequently Caliban’s power over discourse and thus over the island itself.

However, the spectre of miscegenation is undergirded by the process
of radical ‘othering’ by which the colonial subject is demonized as the
very antithesis of the civilized imperial ‘self’. This other is dark, pagan,
superstitious, primitive, savage, monstrous. Caliban is the very embodi-
ment of the ‘Wild Man’ of European fantasy. ‘The figure of the Wild
Marn’, says Greenblatt, ‘and the Indians identified as Wild Men, serve as
a screen onto which Renaissance Europeans, bound by their institutions,
project their darkest and yet most compelling fantasies” (1990: 22). The
threat of miscegenation is a threat to a racial purity which is firmly
hierarchized in nineteenth-century thinking. To monogenesists like Buf-
fon (all humans descended from Adam) or polygenesists like Voltaire
(all human races are different species), the threat of hybridization is
equally objectionable, for it is a threat to a divinely or naturally ordained
hierarchy of values within which the discrimination between races is
conceived.
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Caliban is such an overdetermined focus of imperial othering, such a
‘monstrous absence’ in contrast to the ‘civilized presence’ of Prospero,
that it becomes impossible to visualize him by the descriptions the play
gives of him. The power of language to ‘other’ the colonized subject
emerges from the arbitrary visual status accorded to Caliban. He is ‘a
strange fish! (II, ii, 27); ‘Legg’d like a man! and his fins like arms! (I, ii,
34); ‘no fish’ (II, ii, 36); ‘some monster of the isle with four legs’ (11, ii,
66); ‘a plain fish’ (V, i, 266); and a ‘mis-shapen knave’ (V, i, 268). Morton
Luce sums up this contradiction succinctly: ‘if all the suggestions as to
Caliban’s form and feature and endowments that are thrown out in the
play are collected, it will be found that the one half renders the other
half impossible’ (Hulme, 1986: 107).

The apparently confused and ambiguous representation of Caliban
comes about because notions of race had not coalesced into clear physio-
logical parameters when Shakespeare wrote, and were not to be so for a
century and a half. The ambiguous directions, intimations and descrip-
tions of Caliban in the play come about because, although the concept of
the ‘cannibal’ had become entrenched in the European psyche as the
absolute sign of the other, it had not yet been connected to the category of
race. Caliban, in his contradictory and inexplicable monstrosity, demon-
strates the European discourse of othering in the process of coming into
being. Visually, Caliban is a kind of absence in the play, represented only
by Prospero’s discourse. He takes shape completely within the language
of the colonizer, and by ‘learning to curse’ through that language (I, ii,
367) he fulfils the only expectations we may have of him. If we ask the
question ‘How would Caliban seem if it weren’t for the consequences of
his bondage and imprisonment? we find that we cannot answer the
question. In both his depiction as ‘hag seed’, monster, lying slave, filth,
and his imprisonment in the colonial language by which this construction
is borne, Caliban fulfils all prophecies of his debasement.

This process is demonstrated with beautiful symmetry in Prospero’s
play within a play, which is discussed by Peter Hulme. This play is a
masque in which Prospero stages a fantasy version of the original
conspiracy which exiled him, with the difference that this time he will
defeat it. Within this orchestrated play, Caliban unwittingly plays the
part of Antonio, who originally deposed Prospero, but this time will fail.
‘Caliban is, as it were, playing himself, except that “himself” means the
self that Prospero has cast for him - the treacherous slave’ (Hulme, 1986:
122). Caliban, the racial other, enters the part that has already been set
for him, the only script being the language itself. ‘Caliban does indeed
seize upon the part offered to him and plays it with gusto’, says Hulme
(ibid.: 123), and goes on to make the important observation that it would
be difficult to deny that ‘The Tempest here has its finger on what is most
essential in the dialectic between colonizer and colonized, offering a
parable for that relationship probably never equalled for its compelling
logic’ (ibid.).
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Caliban enters the part set for him — that of treacherous slave -
because he does not have the power or means of controlling his own
representation. Caliban’s predicament is metonymized by the tension
between the terms ‘freedom fighter’ and ‘terrorist’. That which might
otherwise be seen as a desperate attempt to claim justice, to fight for
freedom, to usurp the invader of his island, is, in the play, an inevitable
demonstration of his ungrateful, debased, uncivilized and monstrous
nature. Linguistic colonialism, by this account, is not something embed-
ded in the language but located in the nature of its use.

Beyond cursing: language and transformation

Miranda’s response demonstrates the extent to which the filiative
relationship with empire constructs the discourse of settlement, and to
what extent she is placed in antagonism to Caliban through her owner-
ship of language and her stewardship of education:

Abhorred slave,
Which any print of goodness wilt not take,
Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,
Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour
One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like
A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes
With words that made them know. But thy vile race,
Though thou didst learn, had that in"t which good natures
Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou
Deservedly confin'd into this rock,
Who hadst deserved more than a prison. (], ii, 353-65)

Miranda’s language in this speech both embodies and describes the
justification for the subjugation of the indigenous Caliban. Quite apart
from his constitution as a rapist and miscegenator, he is an ‘abhorred
slave’, ‘savage’, ‘brutish’, ‘vile’. What is being enacted here is the power
of Miranda’s language to construct Caliban, a power which is cotermin-
ous with Prospero’s very tangible control of his body, his actions, his
destiny. Caliban is the very nadir of the natural man ‘which any print of
goodness wilt not take’. This is, of course, the inevitable retort of the
civilizing mission to any rebuttals it might encounter from the colonized.
The colonized subject cannot be endowed with the capacity for choice,
can never be accorded the freedom to refuse incorporation. If he is
recalcitrant, he must be constituted as incapable of improvement: as
Prospero says, he is ‘A devil, a born devil, on whose nature/Nurture can
never stick’ (IV, i, 188-9). The moral framework of the relationship is
entirely constructed by the dominant party, the settler colonial Miranda,
and it is a relationship dominated by a simple binary that remains
central to imperial discourse.
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The controversy surrounding this speech gives some insight into
Miranda’s own subjection to Prospero’s discourse. The language has
seemed to some to be too intemperate for Miranda and should more
suitably be spoken by Prospero, to whom many productions of the play
do, indeed, give this speech. But whatever Shakespeare’s intentions
might have been, it is clear that by entering so effortlessly into the
diatribe of Prospero’s language, Miranda reveals herself to be as formed
by that language, by imperial discourse, as Caliban. Although she seems
to further articulate the debasement of Caliban in which Prospero is
engaged, her speech clarifies the link between the imperial and the
patriarchal power. Miranda has clearly had a relationship with Caliban
as a child, and assumes the nurturing aspects of colonial control by being
responsible for teaching him language by which he can ’know himself’,
but her subjection to Prospero’s discourse becomes more obvious when
he commodifies her virginity to trade with Ferdinand in his plans to
regain his throne.

Caliban’s response to Miranda’s diatribe is one of the most memorable
in literature, and encapsulates the bitter reaction of many colonized
peoples to centuries of linguistic and political control:

You taught me language; and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For leamning me your language.

This statement has been used time and again as a cry of resistance: a
recognition of the power of imperial language and the need for its
rejection; but crucially, Caliban’s response leaves him at an impasse, for
he is provided with no way in which he can make the language work
for him. The curse is not Miranda’s language but the way in which he
has been situated in it. We have seen in the scene itself that Caliban has
the power of reply, he has the power of resistance, and he has the power
to reject the self-representation which that language offers, but his
inability to appropriate the language of Prospero confines him as
securely as does Prospero’s Art. It is this acceptance of the link between
Prospero’s language and his Art, and hence the subtle acceptance of his
domination, which traps Caliban.

What Caliban might do with this language constitutes one of the most
pressing issues in post-colonial writing, for what he might have done has
indeed been accomplished in post-colonial literatures. Until the mid-
twentieth century, says Vaughan, most critics implicitly sided with
Prospero, blaming Caliban for his own linguistic limitations (Vaughan et
al., 1991: 166). However, language as a key to the relationship between
Prospero and Caliban took a turn in George Lamming’s essay ‘A
monster, a child, a slave’ in 1960. When Lamming identified language as
Prospero’s ‘prison’, he posited an ambiguous prison which maintained
its power productively: its ‘imprisonment was effected in the way it
could “produce” Caliban’. We do well to remind ourselves of Foucault’s
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admonition to stop talking about power as negative and see it as
productive (1977a: 194), because a recognition of the productive nature
of power might change the ways in which it is engaged. When Lamming
describes the language as ‘a necessary avenue towards areas of the self
which could not be reached in any other way’ (1960: 109), he ascribes to
Prospero’s colonizing language more discursive power over the con-
struction of subjectivity than it deserves. For that productivity, when we
see it manifested in the production of post-colonial literatures, has been
neither deterministic nor imprisoning.

No doubt Prospero remains convinced that his language is Caliban’s
prison, ‘the very prison in which Caliban’s achievements will be realised
and restricted’ (Lamming, 1960: 110). This is a ubiquitous argument
about the function of a colonizing language, although it is not always
expressed so subtly: that for those for whom it is not a mother tongue
the language is inevitably and essentially limiting. Language will not
allow Caliban’s expansion beyond a certain point, says Lamming. "This
kind of realisation, this kind of expansion, is possible only to those who
reside in that state of being which is the very source and ultimate of the
language which bears them always forward’ (ibid.); that is, expansion
and true self-realization are only possible to those born into the
language. Yet we must ask how that ‘state of being’ becomes the inherent
property of a mother tongue. Why is Prospero’s language prevented
from ‘bearing its speakers forward?’ The history of post-colonial appro-
priation of the dominant language, and the numerous examples from
post-colonial writers, including Lamming himself, would seem to sug-
gest that language is a horizon into which all speakers may enter in
different ways and along different trajectories.

Caliban ‘can never be regarded as an heir of that Language’, adds
Lamming, ‘since his use of Language is no more than his way of serving
Prospero; and Prospero’s instruction in this Language is only his way of
measuring the distance which separates him from Caliban’ (ibid.). This
embraces a non sequitur which denies Caliban any agency. Certainly it is
undeniable that the colonizing language is taught and disseminated in a
way which entrenches difference: the colonized speak dialect or marginal
varieties, while the colonizer speaks Standard English. It is also true that
the play envisages no more than imprisonment and curses in Caliban’s
use of language, but the idea that colonized peoples are unable to use
the colonizer’s language as anything more than a way of serving the
colonizing power is a myth about the function of language which falls
into Prospero’s trap.

Lamming’s comments on language are a small section of his essay,
but they express sentiments which were both influential upon and
representative of a growing school of thought about colonial language.
An alternative view was expressed by Janheinz Jahn, who in 1968,
building on Mannoni’s and Lamming’s ground-breaking interventions,
offered a different prognosis for Caliban. Jahn suggests that Lamming is
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right, that ‘if Caliban is no more than a part of nature, he will never be
able to break out of the prison of Prospero’s language’ (1968: 240); ‘But
suppose Caliban is also part of a culture, a different culture unfamiliar
to Prospero?’ (ibid.) asks Jahn. Suppose also that Caliban carries out his
revolt, relying on his own resources rather than on the buffoons Ste-
phano and Trinculo. In that event, the ‘thousand twangling instruments’,
the music of his island which he explains to them, might be considered
to be the voices of his culture rather than the voices of nature. Caliban
emerges from a culture very different from Prospero’s book culture but
is able to utilize it.

So he captures, in his own and Prospero’s language, a culture Prospero
did not create and cannot control, which he, Caliban, has recognized
as his own. But in the process the language is transformed, acquiring
different meanings which Prospero never expected. Caliban becomes a
‘bilingual’. That language he shares with Prospero and the language
he has minted from it are no longer identical. Caliban breaks out of the
prison of Prospero’s language. (ibid.: 242)

Furthermore, Prospero will be excluded from Caliban’s language if he
retains his old attitudes. He is ‘bound to miss essential parts, nuances
and references, everything that relates to that different cultural back-
ground, and so he will misunderstand Caliban’s new language’ (ibid.).
Although perhaps still tied a little closely to The Tempest metaphor, this
explanation offers a convincing alternative to Lamming’s notion of the
language as a prison. It accounts very well for the ways in which an
authentic post-colonial culture is ‘built’ out of all the tools available,
rather than resurrected from the past. In particular it apprehends the
way in which the dominant language has been used in literary
production.

Jahn explicitly dates Caliban’s appropriation of Prospero’s culture, the
‘successful revolt from the prison of Prospero’s language’ (ibid.) from the
rise of the Negritudinist literary movement between 1934 and 1948.
According to Jahn, the escape was effected in three ways: in semantics,
rhythm and subject matter. In particular, the use of French led writers
such as Senghor, Damas and Césaire to construct a new literary culture
which reconfigured Africa as ‘no longer exotic and “primitive” but as a
specific culture’ (ibid.). The limitations of the Negritude Movement have
been widely discussed, but clearly the appropriation of French by these
writers preceded a flourishing African literature in English in the post-
independence 1950s. Caliban remained in Prospero’s prison of language
only as long as he could be deceived into believing it was a prison. The
transformation of post-colonial literatures, which began in the Negritude
Movement, was one which saw that language was not the repository of
culture but its agent.
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The power of the book

From the position of inconsolable despair with which Caliban concludes
his ‘learning to curse’ exchange with Prospero and Miranda, he is
relegated to the role of comic foil for Stephano and Trinculo. However,
this comedy comes to revolve around an important accessory to Pros-
pero’s language, his books, which Caliban identifies as the source of his
power, and which he entreats the two clowns to destroy. The play’s
location of Caliban hinges on a subtle connection between the imperial
language, which teaches Caliban ‘how to name the bigger light and how
the less’, Prospero’s Art, by which he keeps Caliban under control, and
the books which Caliban ‘recognizes’ as the source of Prospero’s power.
This relationship elaborates the very important link between language
and writing in the colonial exchange.

The power of writing in modern times stems from the ease with
which it lends itself to commodification; books, writing, print in their
material presence are more obviously exchangeable repositories of cul-
tural capital. Obviously oral knowledge and skill works as cultural
capital as well, but not as authoritatively in the post-Enlightenment
reification of written discourse in Europe. The written assumed power
over the oral in Western society when the ‘will to truth’, as Foucault
puts it, ensured that the ‘enunciated’ assumed precedence over the
‘enunciation’. Once the power of the orator’s discourse was overtaken
by the ‘will to truth’, when the veracity of what was said assumed greater
importance than the persuasiveness or eloquence of its delivery, the
written text became privileged as a means of fixing what was said. The
conviction of the power of the written word in Western thinking becomes
linked to its teleological notions of the ‘improvement of mankind’. Lévi-
Strauss, a consistent critic of the idea of historical progress, still asserted
that the invention of writing made it possible to accumulate the know-
ledge of each generation as ‘working capital’ for the next (Lévi-Strauss,
1969).

The discursive power of Western imperialism lies not so much in the
power of the written over the oral but in its power to convince colonial
subjects that the written is more authoritative than the oral. The tangibil-
ity of print, the rendering of the aural into a visual icon of authority,
learning or scientific perspicacity, assisted this hegemonic process, since
it could be supported by force. In addition, the relative permanence and
transportability of print facilitated an atomistic, rationalist and teleologic-
ally structured view of the world, as well as lending a relative per-
manence to the details of legal or bureaucratic directives.

This ideological assumption of the power of print is replicated in The
Tempest in the power that accrues to Prospero from his books. The play
imprisons Caliban in a colonialist view of the colonial subject in two
ways: first, it describes Caliban’s unquestioned acceptance of the fact
that Prospero’s power, his ‘superior technology’, is located in a superior
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culture which is embodied in the written word, in his books; second, it
denies Caliban any opportunity to appropriate Prospero’s technology.
He is constituted by the play as bestial, ugly, monstrous, lowly, little
more than an object of the civilizing influence of Prospero’s Art. The
play specifically denies him the opportunity to be nurtured by this Art,
because, as an unreconstructed natural man, a ‘devil’, he is one ‘on
whose nature Nurture can never stick’.

When plotting to overthrow Prospero, he advises Trinculo and
Stephano:

Why, as I told thee, ‘tis a custom with him

I’ th' afternoon to sleep: there thou mayst brain him,
Having first seized his books; or with a log

Batter his skull, or paunch him with a stake,

Or cut his wezand with thy knife. Remember

First to possess his books; for without them

He's but a sot as I am, nor hath not

One spirit to command: they all do hate him

As rootedly as 1. Burn but his books. (III, ii, 85-93)

In a sense Caliban is here playing out the part set out for him, not only
by the play but by Prospero and imperial discourse. First, his resistance
falls into the trap of violence, and thus he acts out his representation in
discourse; second, if he seizes Prospero’s books he will do nothing but
burn them. While it is language which has unmanned him, made him
less than human, excluded him from culture, taught him how to curse, it
is nevertheless Prospero’s books which are the source of his colonizing
Art and thus the source of the power of his language. As Macaulay put
it, knowing English gives anyone access to a ‘vast intellectual wealth’, a
literature that is intrinsically more valuable than any other, a corpus of
arts and sciences which cannot be matched. The capacity to transfer this
belief is the capacity to rule.

In his play Caliban, Renan elaborates the connection between Pros-
pero’s books and the power of his language, adding the extra dimension
of those scientific instruments by which Prospero has effected his Art
and representing what, to Renan, is the ultimate secret of European
supremacy.

Those books of hell ~ ugh! how I hate them. They have been the
instruments of my slavery. We must snatch and burn them instantly.
No other method will serve but this. War to the books! They are our
worst enemies, and those who possess them will have power over all
their fellows. The man who knows Latin can control and command the
people to his service. Down with Latin! Therefore, first of all seize his
books, for there lies the secret of his power. It is by them that he reigns
over the inferior spirits. Break, also, the glass retorts and all the
materials of his laboratory. (1896: 42)
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There is both a class and a race dimension to Caliban in this play. The
slave has been taken back to Milan with Prospero and his vengeful
nature has become the instigator of rebellion among the disaffected
classes in this ‘civilized” duchy. Once Caliban has assumed power as the
result of the revolution, his rule also assumes the moderation of princes,
but Prospero’s counter-attack through Ariel is fruitless because, as Ariel
suggests, the power of Prospero’s art lies in its capacity to persuade
people of its reality.

Whence did it come that our magic prevailed so easily over our
adversaries in the enchanted island? It lay in the fact that Alonzo and
those minds who were so accessible to it perceived and believed in
it.. .. The people do not admit anything of all that, and the winds and
tempests can roar together, without producing any effect. Our magic is
of no more use. The revolution is a realism, and all that is evident to
the finer senses; all that is ideal and insubstantial, does not exist for the
people. They admit only the real. (Renan, 1896: 53)

Prospero’s cultural power founders in Milan because he fails to convince
the ruled that the power lies with him. More significantly, once Caliban
assumes power, his fear of Prospero’s books wanes.

The actual relationship with these books is a source of extreme
ambivalence in the colonial relationship. Ideologically, when Macaulay
says that English gives one access to a ‘vast intellectual wealth’, he is
merely intoning one of the cultural assumptions which interpellate
colonial subjects the way Prospero’s discourse interpellates Caliban; but
strategically if Caliban were to acquire those books rather than burn them,
would he not have access to an empowering counter-discourse? Because
Caliban is the unreceptive object of Prospero’s civilizing ministrations
rather than a subject capable of engaging colonial dominance, this
opportunity is denied him. The underlying Eurocentrism of the play
abandons Caliban to despair: all Prospero’s and Miranda’s language can
teach him is how to curse.

The example of post-colonial literatures reveals that however cursed
may be the linguistic relationship of colonizer and colonized, the
response available to Caliban is to take hold of the language and
reconstitute it as a tool of empowerment. This is because it is not just
language with which Caliban has to contend. Language is one key
feature of a set of relations of power which constitute imperial discourse.
Rejecting the language will not alter the fundamentally productive
power of the discourse itself. The future of Caliban’s language is not
cursing but transformation. By appropriating Prospero’s language, his
books, indeed the whole technological edifice of his ‘Art’, Caliban may
determine not only his own future, but Prospero’s as well.
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Notes

1. Interestingly, the possibilities for reading this play in terms of the political and cultural
relationship between Caliban and Prospero date from the nineteenth century. J. S. Phillpot’s
introduction to the 1873 Rugby edition of Shakespeare notes that ‘The character may have
had a special bearing on the great question of a time when we were discovering new
countries, subjecting unknown savages, and founding fresh colonies. If Prospero might
dispossess Caliban, England might dispossess the aborigines of the colonies’ (Furness
Variorum Edition: 383). This edition precedes the rise of classical imperialism which
culminated in the ‘scramble for Africa’ in 1882. Curiously, the colonial importance of
Prospero and Caliban was not revisited until 1950 when the major European empires were
beginning to be dismantled.

2. Chantal Zabus (1985) extends Lamming’s reading of The Tempest to show how writers
throughout the post-colonial world, particularly writers of the Anglophone and Franco-
phone white and black diasporas, have written answers to The Tempest from the perspect-
ives of Caliban, Miranda and Ariel. Lamming himself has rewritten The Tempest from a
post-colonial perspective in his novels Natives of My Person and Water with Berries. Diana
Brydon’s ‘Re-writing The Tempest’ (1984) surveys a number of Canadian rewritings of The
Tempest and argues that in the Canadian context the play is internalized in a different way
to the usual externalized post-colonial response in which an identification of the colonial
with Caliban occurs. For Canadian rewritings, at least in Canadian English, the emphasis
has been on Miranda. Brydon suggests that this is consistent with English-speaking
Canada’s view of its colonial relationship with the Motherland as ‘dutiful daughter’.
Significantly, Quebecois rewriting, as she notes, follows African, Afro-American and West
Indian readings in externalizing the colonizing power as Prospero and identifying with
Caliban (Brydon, 1984).



CHAPTER 7

Fractured paradigms
The fragility of discourse

Caliban’s capacity to create a future for himself by transforming the
colonial language depends very much on his ability to confront the
imperial discourse that inscribes him. This leads us to consider the
power of discourse itself. How firm are the boundaries of a discourse?
How corrigible are its norms? Are they only as authoritative as the
subject allows at any given moment? The sovereignty of a discourse over
the subjects it constructs or inscribes is a crucial issue for post-colonial
politics and for any counter-discursive political relationship, for counter-
discourse reveals that the fractures in dominant discourses may be more
numerous and wider than one would expect. According to Foucault’s
description in ‘The orders of discourse’ (1971: 8-10), discourses have
firm rules of inclusion and exclusion, but we know these rules may be
modified over time: take, for instance, the grudging and gradual accept-
ance of acupuncture into Western medicine. Yet how much authority
does a discourse actually have over a subject’s behaviour and experi-
ence? This is an extremely important question for any investigation of
post-colonial subjectivity, since discourse is regarded as a system within
which, and by which, subjectivity is constructed. The sovereignty of a
discourse, therefore, must be balanced against the agency of the subject
which it purportedly constructs.

The authority and hegemony of colonial culture, extensive as it is,
begins in the discursive control of subjectivity. When we think about the
transformation of colonial culture, the question of the agency of the
subject in engaging the discursive framework(s) of colonialism is central.
The study of colonial discourse flourished in the 1980s in the work of
Bhabha and Spivak, but the most controversial aspects of their theory
concerned the uncertain place of the subject in a system that seemed to
bear the seeds of its own demise. This, of course was the problem which
motivated critiques such as that of Benita Parry, who sought, in a
Fanonesque way, to re-install the effectiveness of the resisting subject.
The questions we need to ask are: Does a place exist for a conception of
a subject which is not completely autonomous, yet which is active within,
and against, the boundaries of discourse? How sovereign is discourse
itself?

A fascinating perspective on this question can be gained by returning
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to an older conception of discursive formations. This takes us into
strange territory for post-colonial studies, but it places the issue of
discourse and individual agency in a wider context. In his book The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1967), Thomas Kuhn argued that scient-
ific research and thought are defined by ‘paradigms’, or conceptual
world-views, that consist of formal theories, classic experiments and
trusted methods. Scientists operate within the general world-view of this
paradigm until theoretical problems or experimental anomalies expose a
paradigm’s inadequacies or contradictions. This triggers a crisis that can
only be resolved by an intellectual revolution that replaces an old
paradigm with a new one. The overthrow of Ptolemaic cosmology by
Copernican heliocentrism is one example of such a shift. Another
occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century — the shift from
Newtonian to quantum physics. The quantum shift has disrupted our
view of physical reality perhaps more profoundly than any shift before
it — at least potentially. When we classify a ‘paradigm’ as a discourse,
this quantum paradigm shift raises a fascinating question about its
discursive authority: To what extent does a paradigm actually affect the
behaviour of subjects? Have people really abandoned the Newtonian
world-view?

On the face of it, the repeal of this world-view at the turn of the
century was absolutely cataclysmic. In 1900 Max Planck conducted an
experiment which turned out to be a catastrophe for Newtonian science:
when matter is heated the atoms emit and absorb energy in specific
amounts, radiating energy in spurts or quanta, revealing that the basic
structure of nature is discontinuous, and discontinuity conflicts with (or
at least reinterprets) Newtonian science (see Guillemin, 1968: 50-1). This
experiment might be said to be the founding moment of postmodem
science,' and the first step initiated a stampede. Where Planck described
the processes of energy absorption and emission, Einstein theorized in
1905 that energy itself is quantized. He proved this by referring to the
photo-electric effect, which showed that when light hits the surface of a
metal, it jars electrons loose from the atoms in the metal and sends them
flying off. This was revolutionary enough, but it also contradicted the
prevailing knowledge that light was a wave formation. In 1803 Thomas
Young had settled the question of the nature of light, it seemed, with a
simple and ingenious experiment called the double-slit experiment
which proved that light was made up of waves.2 So how could light be
both particles and waves? This was the end of the line for classical
causality and it was explained by Niels Bohr as a process of ‘comple-
mentarity”: the apparently mutually exclusive wave and particle charac-
teristics are not properties of light but of our interaction with light (Bohr,
1934: 53). Put another way, it indicated that waves and particles are
themselves signifiers rather than signifieds. This is something which
distinguishes the quantum physics paradigm from all others, for it cut to
the heart of scientific certainty itself: the certainty of an observable and
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verifiable world. Eventually, the metaphorical status of the language of
science was confirmed when it was ‘discovered” in subsequent experi-
ments that particles are waves.?

The official overturning of Newtonian science was the Copenhagen
Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics formulated in 1927, which essen-
tially rejected the assumption that nature could be understood in terms
of elementary space-time realities.* The fact that science now verified
something that had been considered contradictory and inconceivable
amounted to a crisis in European thought. The notion of crisis itself
forms part of the apparatus of historical method, a recursive construction
upon which paradigm shifts might hinge, but ‘crisis’ it was considered
to be. Edmund Husserl, the founder of modern phenomenology,
launched, in response, the last and most heroic effort to restore science
to its status as chief arbiter of the real. His aim was to restore Cartesian
certainty to knowing by uncovering the access of consciousness to the
‘thing-in-itself’ — the ‘real object’ existing in time and space outside our
relationship with it. Husserl’s failure to do this was virtually a failure of
the intellectual empire of modemnity itself. Not only did it present a crisis
in rational thinking, in scientific certainty about our relationship with
the world, but it implied an undermining of the dominance of European
rationalism, the very foundation of modernity.

Quantum physics appears to be a remarkably coherent example of a
new discourse, but the most remarkable feature of the revolutionary
quantum paradigm was that it hardly seems to have affected most
scientists’ ordinary acceptance of the centrality of the object, the neutrality
of observation, the stability of the earth’s co-ordinate system, and the
tenacious belief that they are simply ‘discovering” what is ‘there’. If the
quantum paradigm shift failed to filter down to scientists’ mundane
perception of their own activity, even less did it affect the thinking of
ordinary people about the world in which they live. This amounts to a
staggering problem both for the theory of paradigm shift and the theory
of discourse. If people can accept the validity of a discourse without it
affecting the way they actually inhabit the world, then discourse itself
may be presumed to be highly provisional in its ‘sovereignty’. This has
far-reaching implications for discursive analysis, for it demonstrates that
people may live comfortably between competing and even radically
contradictory discourses, negotiating those discourses at will. This is
constantly borne out around the world where individuals have no trouble
negotiating the apparent gap between the essentially secular world-view
of global culture and the mythic horizon of their own local cultures.

The reason the paradigm shift did not radically alter mundane percep-
tion of the scientifically observable world is first a problem of language.
The central shift in quantum physics was the realization that the material
nature of the observable world was a function of the ways in which it
was observed and talked about. In 1938 Einstein made the revolutionary
statement that physical concepts are free creations of the human mind:
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Physical concepts are free creations of the human mind, and are not,
however it may seem, uniquely determined by the external world. In
our endeavour to understand reality we are somewhat like a man
trying to understand the mechanism of a closed watch. He sees the
face and the moving hands, even hears its ticking, but he has no way
of opening the case. If he is ingenious he may form some picture of a
mechanism which could be responsible for all things he observes, but
he may never be quite sure his picture is the only one which could
explain his observations. He will never be able to compare his picture
with the real mechanism and he cannot even imagine the possibility of
meaning such a comparison. (Einstein and Infeld, 1971: 31)

This statement indicates the fundamentally metaphoric, discursive, and
indeed, interactive view of nature which quantum mechanics introduced
to physics. Yet Einstein cannot talk about the situation without inferring
the presence of a ‘real’ watch, of a reality which transcends the explana-
tions we make about it. Language does not appear to provide terms in
which such a situation could be adequately expressed; that which is
exists as a function of our explanations rather than exterior to them. The
ground rules had been set by Newton, whose premise was that physical
laws are based on experimental evidence and nothing else. If it could be
verified experimentally, it was true. Experiment obviated the variable of
the experimenter’s consciousness entirely. Truth did not become revealed
as a product of the experimental method until it was found that in the
realm of atomic matter, Newtonian mechanics simply doesn’t work.

Indeed, the transcendent reality of the objective world could be
protected by a simple division between sub-atomic phenomena which
may be ‘tendencies to exist’, and super-atomic phenomena which are
‘observable’ realities. In other words, Newtonian theory works ‘well
enough’ for explaining the phenomenal world. The fracture in scientific
practice has been formalized ever since by this arbitrary empirical
division. Yet the outmoded ‘Newtonian’ planetary model of atoms
conceived by Bohr and Rutherford has long outlasted the more paradox-
ical view of particles as standing waves precisely because it is a picture,
for pictures reproduce a principle of representation which is deeply
embedded in Western epistemology — that of ocularcentrism.

Despite the refusal of scientific practice to examine itself in the way
the new paradigm seems to have demanded, quantum physics under-
went a process which is more familiar in philosophical and literary
theoretical thought. The first step was a view of the observing or
experimental process which broke down the classical dichotomy between
the subject and object. This is explicit in Bohr’s views of complementar-
ity, but is most neatly encapsulated in Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Prin-
ciple, which states that the very act of knowing something about the
sub-atomic phenomenon changes it (Heisenberg, 1958). An object mov-
ing through space has both a position and a velocity which can be
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measured. In classical physics the measurement of these objects is a
relatively simple affair, but in the sub-atomic realm we cannot know
both the position and the velocity of a particle with absolute precision.
We can know both approximately, but the more we know about one, the
less we know about the other. We can know either of them precisely, in
which case we can know nothing about the other. We must choose, by
the selection of our experiment, which one we want to measure most
accurately — position or velocity. Specific events cannot be predicted,
only their probabilities.

The initial achievement of quantum mechanics was to reinstate the
subject in the process of objective measurement. The observing system is
the environment which surrounds the observed system, including the
physicists studying the experiment. While the observed system is travel-
ling undisturbed, it develops according to the Schrédinger wave
equation. The wave-like properties of a particle constitute a wave of
probabilities described by this equation; that is, the wave-like character-
istics are ‘primarily and essentially possibility of being’. The wave of
probabilities continues in perpetuity until the participation of the
observer ‘collapses’ one of the possibilities contained in the wave func-
tion into a physical ‘reality’. This is called the quantum leap, when the
multifaceted potentiality contained in the wave function collapses into a
single actuality.

The implications of this emerged more fully in Einstein’s theories of
relativity (Einstein, 1920). Once sub-atomic particles had been shown to
be patterns of standing waves, tendencies to exist, the path was set for
Einstein to evolve the theory of the interrelation of space, time and
matter itself.”> The special theory of relativity offers several propositions:
first, a moving object appears to contract in the direction of motion as its
velocity increases, until, at the speed of light, it would disappear
altogether;® second, a moving clock runs more slowly than a clock at rest
until, at the speed of light, it stops running altogether; third, the mass of
a moving object increases as its velocity increases. The most popularly
known aspect of the special theory is that mass and energy are versions
of the same thing: Ezmc? Mass and energy are patterns of subatomic
interrelation no different from the individual patterns which characterize
different states of matter. In short, both space/time and mass/energy
are continua rather than separate phenomena.

The three characteristics of quantum mechanics - its acceptance of the
essentially metaphoric nature of the language of scientific description;
the recognition of the importance of an ‘observing system’ in actually
bringing sub-atomic phenomena into being; and the realization that the
patterns of sub-atomic phenomena defied all notions of material essence
—lead to a proliferation of the discovery of particles. The original aim of
particle physics was to find the ultimate building blocks of the universe,
but what physicists actually found is that if there is any ‘stuff’ of the
universe, it is energy. Yet ‘energy’ is itself a description of the experi-
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mental perception of motion, and motion is nothing more than a corre-
lation of space and time. At the sub-atomic level there is no longer any
distinction between what is — authentic being — and what happens.
Matter, or particles, are continually created, annihilated and created
again.”

It is quite possible that nothing has equalled quantum mechanics in
revealing the linguistic nature of experience, for, after all, what actually
collides in a bubble chamber? Despite the term, sub-atomic particles may
have no objective existence apart from their interaction with a measuring
device. Particles are better described as interactions between fields which
appear particle-like because the fields interact very abruptly in minute
regions of space. In other words, they cannot be held to refer to any
substantive thing; but of necessity, quantum physicists talk about these
phenomena as though they are little bits of matter because they have
encountered the infinite regression of objective meaning — both the terms
‘energy’ and ‘interacting fields’ are equally metaphoric. Just as Heideg-
ger could say, ‘Language speaks. Man only speaks insofar as he artfully
complies with language’ (1971: 73), the quantum physicist can say that
‘space-time is, man only understands space-time insofar as he artfully
participates in its intricate web of changing relationships’. In that infinit-
esimal moment between one particle becoming another, where might lie
the essential truth of matter and of language, we find ourselves staring
straight into the Abyss — for there is nothing there.

The conclusion we reach upon observing the quantum revolution is
that it not only parallels the overthrow of modernity, which occurred
from the beginning of this century in the humanities, but it may be seen
to be an arm of postmodemnity itself. This interaction is best seen in the
uncanny link between Einstein and Derrida. For Einstein, reality is not a
three-dimensional state but four-dimensional, the fourth dimension
being time.® According to him there is no such thing as space and time,
only space-time. Space signifies difference, time signifies deferral. Ein-
stein’s union of the two pre-dates Jacques Derrida’s concept of différance
by seventy years. ‘Différance indicates on the one hand difference as
distinction, inequality or discernibility; on the other it expresses the
interposition of delay’ (Derrida, 1967: 129). Derrida’s interposition of
deferral, the temporalizing dimension, into the structure of difference,
precisely mirrors Einstein’s addition of the dimension of time to the
pattern of relationships of which sub-atomic phenomena are constituted.
Space, time, mass and energy are merely uses of language to conceptu-
alize certain patterns of interrelationships in experience. They bear the
same relationship to the term ‘material existence’ as they do to the word
‘language’. Although Einstein himself would not say this, the special
theory of relativity implies that material existence at the sub-atomic level
is located within language rather than represented by it.
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The fractures in discourse

Seeing scientific paradigms as discourses uncovers the very provisional
hold a particular discourse might have over its subjects, but at the same
time it reveals that human action inevitably occurs within some discourse.
In the case of science, the failure of the quantum physics paradigm to
gain control of ordinary thinking (despite its apparent ubiquity in
popular imagination) stems from its failure to develop a language which
dispenses with the idea of a concrete observable reality. That language,
arguably, may have been developed by post-structuralism. Yet scientists
and non-scientists, at least in their everyday activity, still operate within
a different discourse — Newtonian physics — one that functions within
the frame of the familiar language of Enlightenment rationalism. Nor,
for that matter, does post-structuralist language have any greater sway
in everyday speech. This phenomenon disrupts Foucault’s earlier notion
of an epistemé — the idea that a particular world-view prevails universally
in a culture in a particular epoch. More specifically, it disrupts any
assumption that such epistemés are totalizing and universal. Contesting
discourses may operate alongside one another, either in conflict or, as in
science and most other discourses, in a state of rapprochement. This also
offers a more subtle view of political and cultural control, for that control
is constantly rendered provisional by the interaction of contesting views.
Such a state of shared dominance describes extremely well the co-
existence, and interrelation, of many dominant discourses, such as
modernity and postmodernity. Just as the scientist conducts his or her
discipline as if the world is ‘there’, so the postmodern critic always faces
some intransigent considerations — that writers write and readers read;
that texts issue from, and produce particular material effects in, the
world; in short, that they are ‘worldly’ (Said, 1983). Post-structuralism
finds itself located squarely on the paradoxical intersection of modernity
and postmodernity: the fundamental concepts which make meaning
possible are undermined by Derrida and dispersed by a discourse which
confesses it must make use of these concepts at every turn (Kellner, 1987: 5).
We find that the postmodern paradigm has gained as little hold over
ordinary thinking as that of quantum physics. For while people may
readily grant the existence of ‘the postmodern’, it is still a way of speaking
rather than an observable reality: ordinary individuals clearly conceptu-
alize their own life in terms dictated by Enlightenment epistemology.
This situation confirms something which ought to have been quite
obvious to us: that people may enter and leave a discourse at will. Just
as a scientist may oscillate between a Newtonian and a quantum view of
the world, depending on the occasion, ordinary individuals may see the
world, at different times, in quite distinct, and even contradictory, ways
demanded by the constraints of a particular situation. The crucial point
here is that they enter one discourse and leave another, cross the
boundaries between discourses, and accommodate the apparently com-
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prehensive demands of different discourses at will. This is because those
discourses are a way of speaking about experience. Yet such a perception
of subjects’ relation to discourse seemed at odds with Foucault’s percep-
tion of their insidious and permeating effects, their ‘capillary’ form of
existence:

When I think of the mechanics of power, I think of its capillary form
of existence, of the extent to which power seeps into the very grain of
individuals, reaches right into their bodies, permeates their gestures,
their posture, what they say, how they learn to live and work with
other people. (Foucault, 1980: 39)

The resolution of this apparent paradox becomes absolutely crucial to
any examination of the construction of subjectivity, because the discurs-
ive mobility of the subject compels us to take agency into account within
this arena of competing discourses. Is it possible for discourses to be
permeating, totalizing and negotiable at the same time?

The relevance of post-colonial analysis to this question is hinted at
when Foucault speaks of the imperialism of the discourse of sexuality:
‘the singular imperialism that compels everyone to transform his sexu-
ality into a permanent discourse’ (1978: 33). Post-colonial experience
demonstrates the actual negotiability and provisionality of ‘imperial’
power, despite its obvious compulsion and extension. Colonial discourse
may be something with which ordinary individuals concur at certain
moments in their daily life, negotiating a path between institutions of
power without their personal lives being deeply affected. This is how de
Certeau describes the strategies of ordinary living in The Practice of
Everyday Life (1984). If this is the case, can subjects also adopt this
utilitarian and provisional attitude to a colonizing language? For the
forced imposition of a dominant language’s world-view is taken to be an
inescapable consequence of its use to those who believe that to use the
colonial language is to remain colonized.

When we consider Caliban’s response to Prospero’s language (Chap-
ter 6), the inability to use it for anything but cursing, we understand that
for Shakespeare, the possibility of the integrity and agency of natural
man does not exist. Caliban simply disappears from the play once his
role as an object of Prospero’s power is fulfilled. Paradoxically, this
assumption, that the power of Prospero’s discourse is incontrovertible,
underlies many conceptions of colonial resistance. However, if we were
to follow Caliban through history, as it were, seeing how the colonized
subject has coped with Prospero’s discourse, we would discover some-
thing that has been made very clear by the provisionality of the quantum
paradigm: Caliban can move between discourses, languages and
their attendant social worlds at will, no matter how powerful or all-
encompassing they appear to be. These discourses become permeating
and totalizing only to the extent that Caliban believes that experience,
and a particular way of speaking about it, are one and the same.
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Even the most influential and universal, and possibly the most ‘capil-
lary’ mode of existence — European rationality — can be seen to be
provisional in ordinary experience. If sub-atomic particles are tendencies
to exist, if the observed reality in a bubble chamber depends entirely on
the deployment of the observing system, we may infer that other
methods of describing reality, other forms of ‘real experience’, may have
an equal validity in accounting for the world. This is the point at which
post-colonial theory intervenes in this paradigm conundrum. The impact
of imperial culture upon colonized societies is equivalent to a paradigm
shift in science, in terms of its power, ubiquity and the epistemological
consequences of its effect upon thinking. Yet colonized societies may, on
the one hand, have conceptions of human existence which contradict the
‘universally’ held assumptions of Western rationality, but also maintain
a heavy investment in the materiality of the real world. This dilemma is
encountered and negotiated continually by post-colonial discourse, as it
is by any human experience in which political considerations are a
prominent concern. The provisionality of paradigms is important to
post-colonial studies because it reveals that such paradigms are both
negotiable and transformable.

This discovery uncovers several important facts about discursive
formations: contesting discourses may co-exist; one discourse may stra-
tegically appropriate another, dominant discourse, for its own purposes;
and different discourses may be deployed on different occasions by a
single subject. Most importantly, Foucault pointed out that power itself,
a force which is transmitted by discourse, does not emanate from centres
of power. ‘We must cease once and for all,’ he says, ‘to describe the
effects of power in negative terms: it “excludes,” it “represses,” it
“censors,” it “abstracts,” it “masks,” it “conceals,”. In fact, power pro-
duces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of
truth’ (1977b: 194). Power is positive in that it produces subjects, but we
discover that power does not inevitably produce subjects, nor does it
immobilize the subjects it produces. A discourse is comprehensive in its
effects but fragile in its structure.

There is a further issue of particular interest to post-colonial discourse:
in a binary structure of shared dominance, such as we find in the
scientific model, with Newtonian science and quantum science sharing
the field, or in a political model, with imperialism and nationalism
alternatively dominant, how does counter-discourse operate? Subjects may
move from one discourse to another at will, but here we discover a
strategy of a totally different kind. For how does the subject accommod-
ate a discourse and a contesting discourse at the same time? The answer
lies in the existence of fractures within both these discourses in their
hold on individual subjects. The very fact that discourses may exist in
contestation, that cracks may appear in discourse through which agency
may operate, confirms the provisional hold actually exerted by discurs-
ive formations. Post-colonial discourse may find itself at odds with all
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these dominant formations at different times: it may contest both New-
tonian and quantum physics, imperial discourse and nationalist rhetoric,
modern rationality and postmodern uncertainty. However, the most
effective way of doing this is not through a structure of binary opposi-
tions, but an interaction, a counter-discourse, which is not one of
exclusion and polarization, but of engagement and rearticulation.

These fractures in discourse, therefore, define the spaces in which
post-colonial resistance moves. Indeed, it is the territory of discursive
rules, the borders which determine ‘what can be said’ and what cannot,
where the fractures, overlaps and slippages of discourse operate most
subtly. Hairline fractures open up within discourse at the boundaries of
its determination, where the ‘rules of exclusion” and ‘rules of inclusion’
are negotiated. Discourses are never absolutely delineated, but are
surrounded and penetrated by these porous borders, in which the tactics
of choice, difference and resistance may come into play. Forms of post-
colonial discursive resistance have always had to live in this ‘epistemic’
fracture; they have always had to negotiate this space in discourse itself,
occupying the other space of reading. The fractured paradigm is not simply
a fracture opened up between theory and practice, between words and
things, nor even the profound political fracture between the material and
discursive, although it is all of these. Rather it dramatizes the fracture
which is the very condition of post-colonial subjectivity.

The fractures and slippages, the epistemic lags and shifts of colonial
discourse, identify the conditions of possibility for post-colonial resist-
ance, not as a condition of permanent exclusion and recalcitrant opposi-
tion, but as the condition of its empowerment. The power of the
post-colonial lies not in an opposing structure of actions, an opposing
but dominant discourse (which might be the case if the ‘post’ in post-
colonial were a chronological marker), but in its transformation of
colonial culture. Transformation is achieved in many ways, but it always
results from the interpolation of the dominant discourse through those
fractures and slippages which both define and delimit that power.

The resistance of the post-colonial is better defined by what de Certeau
refers to as ‘tactics’ rather than ‘strategies’. Strategy is ‘the calculation . . .
of power relationships that becomes possible as soon as a subject with
will and power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can
be isolated’ (de Certeau, 1984: 36). A ‘tactic’, on the other hand, is ‘a
calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus’ (ibid.: 37).
‘The space of the tactic is the space of the other. Thus it must play on
and with a terrain imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign
power’ (ibid.).° ‘In short, a tactic is an art of the weak’ (ibid.). Post-colonial
tactics are not, of course the only ones operating in the fissures of
discourse; indeed, you cannot have a formal tactics, only an ensemble of
which particular tactics are deployed for specific purposes. Thus the
post-colonial subject shares tactics with other kinds of resistance (or
conversely we could say the post-colonial discourse is not the only one
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in which the subject employs tactics). Tactics only operate ‘contingently’.
This is perhaps their most fascinating feature: the very existence of
tactics arises from the fragility of discourse, rather than a formal pro-
gramme of opposition.

The fractures which open up in the liminal regions of discourse
emerge most clearly at the level of language itself, where post-colonial
interpolation occurs most directly. The post-colonial experience of
language has always had to accommodate an apparent fracture in the
sign, a fracture between the word and the thing, because it deals with
imperial language, which in many senses never seems to quite ‘fit’ the
material experience of the speaker. This is not only true for those
colonized peoples whose mother tongue is different from the colonizing
language, but also for those ‘settler’ colonials whose experience of place
is never properly accommodated by the imported language. Authentic
being is neither purely a feature of language nor of physical reality. The
word is like the sub-atomic particle in the physicist’s bubble chamber.
We are tempted on one side to look at the particle as the ultimate bit,
essential presence, while on the other to see it, rather, as the essential
‘absence’, the final sign of our inability to know the world; but language
is our mode of knowing the world, not merely its intermediary. The
meaning of the word is not the ‘actual’ fixed centre of a number of
possibilities, a substantive existence; it is like the rule connecting a
mathematical series, something which is determinate in its application,
but which is always capable of being extended to some further applica-
tion. The word is the rule of its emerging series of possibilities, not
external to the series but determinate in it.

Perhaps the most adept management of the conditions of post-colonial
language, the most cunning resolution of the fracture between the word
and the thing, is the installation of the fracture into the post-colonial text
in the form of what we may term the ‘metonymic gap’. This is the gap
of silence installed in the text when some aspect of the operation of the
mother language is imported into the text as a cultural synecdoche.
Language used in this way allows the post-colonial to mediate the
apparent fracture between signifier and ‘referent’ through a constitution
of the text as a transitive and transformative field of work. The abroga-
tion of the ideology of a standard grammar which accompanies the
appropriation of the colonial language is perhaps the most practical step
in this process. Language is always an act, a message event, in which
signification is the constitutive achievement of the writer and reader
functions, the field on to which the text tactically inserts its urgent
material and political representations.

The process modelled by language occurs within the various master
discourses by which colonial dominance is maintained — history, philo-
sophy, geography, linguistics, literature — and also in cultural production
of various kinds. In every case the power of the dominant discourse is
both provisional and ambivalent. This provisionality is perhaps best
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demonstrated by the tenuous hold maintained over mundane practice
by scientific paradigms, and the curious inability of the quantum para-
digm shift to take hold of quotidian experience. This provisionality
results not so much from opposition, but from the recalcitrant ability of
everyday practice to deploy discourses as tools rather than as imprison-
ing world-views. Exactly the same provisionality occurs in the hegemony
of imperial discourse, which may not make much impression on many
aspects of quotidian colonial life. But the most important observation in
this process is the capacity of ‘resistance’ activity to operate within the
fractures and fissures opened up in discourse, interpolating that
discourse for its own ends, appropriating its technologies for self-
empowerment, and ultimately transforming it.

Notes

1. Indeed, we could say that this was the founding moment of both modern and
postmodermn science. The disruption of scientific assumptions that had seemed to be
foundational to Enlightenment thinking lies at the core of the quantum shift, making it the
scientific accompaniment to the modernist revolution at the turn of the century. Yet its
similarity to postmodern and poststructuralist ideas of meaning and understanding is
uncanny. This itself demonstrates that we may best understand postmodernism by seeing
how deeply it is embedded in modemnism. The postmodernism of quantum physics
becomes developed and extended in chaos theory which is an even greater assault on
Newtonian physics.

2. Thomas placed a screen with two vertical slits in it in front of a light source. Each slit
could be covered with a piece of material. On the other side of the double-slit screen was a
wall against which the light coming through the double slits could shine. When one slit
was covered, the wall behind the other would be illuminated as would be expected. But
when both slits were uncovered, instead of a sum of the light from both slits, the wall was
illuminated with alternating bands of light and darkness. These alternating bands result
from a well-known phenomenon of wave mechanics called interference. Interference results
when the waves of light diffracting from the two slits interfere with each other. In some
places these waves overlap and reinforce each other, in other places they cancel each other
out. Using Newton’s laws of motion we can predict where the photon will land on the
photographic plate if one slit is open, but there is no logical way, using classical mechanics,
to account for the different performance of the photon if two slits are open.

3. The Davisson Gerner experiment showed that when a beam of electrons is sent through
tiny openings, like the spaces between the atoms in metal foil, which are smaller than the
wavelengths of the electrons, the beam diffracts exactly the way a beam of light diffracts.
Eventually Schrodinger’s view became accepted that particles are standing waves like the
waves formed on a vibrating guitar string or the surface of a liquid (Schrodinger, 1961: 50).
The standing waves can only be increased or decreased discontinuously and are therefore
quantized. With a view of particles as standing waves, understanding of the atom was
opened to perceptions inconceivable in classical physics, such as that the constituents of an
atom operate within hundreds of different dimensions.

4. The term ‘Copenhagen Interpretation’ reflects the dominant influence of Niels Bohr
(from Copenhagen) and his school of thought.

5. One of the great puzzles of Einstein’s day was that the speed of light was found to be
constant under any circumstances. Whether one is stationary or travelling towards a light
source at 100,000 miles per hour, the speed of light is always 186,000 miles per second. In
a quantum leap of his own, Einstein simply took the puzzle of the constant velocity of
light and called it the principle of the constant velocity of light. In other words, common
sense must be wrong. If the speed of light remained constant, everything else must change
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(Einstein, 1920, 1936). Classical transformation laws stated that the speed of light must be
its velocity from a light source plus or minus the velocity of the observer. By bracketing
out all assumptions exterior to the text of this problem, Einstein deduced that if the speed
of light as measured by stationary observers and those who are converging on the light
source is the same, then somehow the measuring instruments change from one frame of
reference to another sufficiently to maintain the constant velocity of light. In other words,
by bracketing the genre of Newtonian science, Einstein was able to uncover the conditions
of the possibility of the ‘constant speed of light’, the rules by which such a statement could
be made, and such rules constituted a separate discourse.

6. This is theoretical, since matter cannot travel at the speed of light.

7. Particles live much less than a millionth of a second and are too small to be observed
directly, so their trails are located inside a bubble chamber positioned inside a magnetic
field. These trails are signs or ‘traces’, an emptiness signifying a something which has no
autonomous existence but which is distinguishable only by its difference from other trails.
When a particle called a negative pi meson collides with a proton, both pi meson and
proton may be destroyed (or other processes occur) and if so, two new particles are created
in their place: a neutral k meson and a lambda particle. Both of these particles decay
spontaneously into two additional particles, two of which are the same particles with
which we started. Matter is not even energy but a continual movement between states. A
proton never remains a simple proton. It alternates between being a proton and a neutral
pion on one hand, and being a neutron and a positive pion on the other. The identity of a
sub-atomic particle is inextricable from its potentiality as a range of other particles.

8. Itis believed that more than ten dimensions of the universe exist with all but four curled
up in a manifold. The other six or more dimensions have been of marginal significance
since shortly after the big bang.

9. Catachresis is one tactic by which the dominant discourse may be invaded. The strategic
catachresis of an aboriginal nation, for instance, is an interesting example of the tactical
occupation of the ‘space of the other’. Until it becomes institutionalized as such, the idea of
nation can operate quite apart from the burden of nationalism and can be a successful
tactic in organizing resistance. However, if institutionalized, its strategic space is delimited
and controlled by the imperial power which it comes to reflect. Its agency is subsumed
back into the imperial structure.



CHAPTER 8

Post-colonial excess and
colonial transformation

The transformation of colonial cultures often occurs, as we have seen,
when colonized subjects occupy fractures in the discourses which frame
those cultures. A primary form of this tactic is one we could call
‘interpolation’. The ability to interpolate institutions of power - as occurs
when post-colonial writers use global systems of publishing, or when
intellectuals use dominant discourses such as history, philosophy or
politics to reshape those discourses — can be regarded as a form of
tactical occupation. The appropriation of dominant forms of representa-
tion for their use against their culture of origin, and to control self-
representation, is a primary function of this tactic. The fractures that
always exist in discourse are a prime site for the intervention of the
theoretically ‘weak’ (as de Certeau puts it) in their task of redeploying
power and reshaping what appears to be an unassailable cultural
dominance.

However, there are some institutions, such as the post-colonial nation-
state, where transformation has very often failed to take place.
Invariably, sovereignty has been transferred without being transformed.
Founding fathers, reversing the construction of the colonized subject as
‘child’, institute patrimonial states that often seem to be unshakeable in
their continuance of imperially established structures of power. The
tactics of interpolation seem to gain no purchase here because the
strategic movement of independence has simply occupied the field of
battle without changing it. The presence of such problematic resistances
to transformation suggest the need for a different kind of tactic, one that
does not simply occupy the fractures of discourse but exceeds the
boundaries of the discourse itself.

Such excess seems, in many cases, to be more than a tactic, but rather
a fundamental characteristic of post-colonial experience. In a conver-
sation between Edward Said and Salman Rushdie about Said’s book on
the Palestinians called After the Last Sky (Said, 1986), Said comments on
the ‘excess’ with which the Palestinian, and particularly Palestinians
together, insist upon the reality and autonomy of the Palestinian experi-
ence. It is an excess which can reveal itself in many other ways as well,
such as parody and mimicry, but it always seems, according to Said, ‘too
much’. The reason for this is obvious: the Palestinian is riven by
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incompletion, marginality, fragmentation, in a world in which the indi-
vidual Palestinian is consistently represented as the threatening other of
the Western imagination. This is the ‘uniquely punishing destiny’ about
which Said often speaks (1978: 27). Exclusion and relegation constantly
confront one’s sense of being. Excess, therefore, is sometimes a necessary
feature of the attempt to make a space for oneself in the world. ‘Excess’,
says Georges Bataille, is ‘that whereby the being is firstly and above all
else conveyed beyond all circumscribing restrictions’ (Bataille, 1956: 145).
For the post-colonial subject it often seems as though the breaching of
such boundaries and restrictions — perhaps above all, the restrictions of
the colonizing discourse — sometimes requires a strategy of excessive
statement simply to establish identity.

Excess provides us with another strategy by which the counter-
discursive may transform the influences of a dominant discourse. Excess
is a fascinating feature of a power relationship, for the excess of the
dominated subiject is not so much oppositional as supervening. While the
post-colonial (and any discursively ‘produced’) subject may occupy the
fractures in discourse, may negotiate entry to, and exit from, a discourse,
and may render it provisional in its effects, it may also exceed the
boundaries of that discourse in various ways. A discourse is always
buttressed by the regulatory and disciplining presence of other subjects.
‘The judges of normality are present everywhere’, says Foucault

We are in the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the
educator-judge, the ‘socialworker’ judge; it is on them that the univer-
sal reign of the normative is based; and each individual, wherever he
may find himself, subjects to it his body, his gestures, his behaviour,
his aptitudes, his achievements. The carceral network, in its compact
or disseminated forms, with its systems of insertion, distribution,
surveillance, observation, has been the greatest support, in modern
society, of the normalizing power. (1977b: 304)

Although speaking of the prison, and its extension of the carceral
structure of society, the pervasive pressures of ‘normality’ upon all social
subjects effect themselves through the ‘capillary’ movement of discourse.
As we have seen, pervasive though it is, discourse is fragile and
negotiable, but the very weight of ‘normality’ ~ in Said’s case the
widespread US assumption that all Palestinians are terrorists — seems to
demand an excessive response. Here we find a tactic somewhat different
from the occupation of the ‘fractures’ of discourse; yet the two go hand
in hand, in the sense that counter-discourse generates various tactics, all
of which are geared to deal with power on its own terms.

There are many discussions of excess in contemporary literary ana-
lysis,! but the examples of Rushdie and Said present significant though
very different examples of the tactic. There is no more visible or more
vocal spokesperson for Palestinian affairs in the USA than Edward Said.
The excess of repetition, insistence, pervasiveness, and, occasionally,



118 ON POST-COLONIAL FUTURES

vociferousness, characterizes his contributions in the press, in debating
forums and in more academic analyses. This excess marks his perpetual
and celebrated campaign to ‘speak truth to power’ (1994: 85-102). The
only guarantee that power might listen, however, is that it is addressed
on its own terms, that the excessive confirmation of Palestinian identity
occurs within the dominant discourse. Salman Rushdie’s irrepressible
fictional exuberance, his extravagant fabric of ethnic hybridity and
discursive insurrection, present a different but equally forceful example
of excess. As Saleem says in Midnight’s Children, ‘there are so many
stories to tell, too many, such an excess of intertwined lives events
miracles places rumours, so dense a commingling of the improbable and
the mundane!” (Rushdie, 1981: 9). Both figures suggest three interrelated
modes of this phenomenon in post-colonialism: the excess of insistence;
the excess of supplementarity, and the excess of hybridity. The literature
of excess is obviously not limited to the post-colonial, neither is all post-
colonial literature what we might call ‘literature of excess’, but it is not
too much to claim that at least one of these modes of excess is always
present in post-colonial writing, both ‘creative’” and ‘theoretical’.

Insistence

The energy of insistence is clearly demonstrated in that excessive and
voluble affirmation of Palestinian experience which characterizes Said’s
profile as a public intellectual, but this has its clear correlative in post-
colonial theory. Said appears to infer that excess is somehow the histor-
ical lot of the Palestinian, but an ‘excessive’ insistence is a common tactic
of the marginal and displaced. As the Palestinian example forcibly
reveals, excess can become the place in which the post-colonial is located.
There is possibly no better demonstration of the agency of the carceral
subject than the insistence and repetition of the voice of dissent. If this is
the ‘place’ in which the post-colonial subject dwells, then that place
exists, above all, in language, for it is in language that the agency of the
subject is realized by insistence.

We can see an interesting conflation of agency and insistence in
psychoanalytic language. The word instanz in Freud is translated as
‘agency’, in ‘the agency of the ego in the unconscious’. But Lacan mimics
this word with the homonym instance which in French means ‘insistence’.
Thus, for Lacan, ‘insistence’ and ‘agency’ are synonymous. His paper
‘The insistence of the letter in the unconscious’ is also translated as ‘The
agency of the letter in the unconscious’ (Lacan, 1977: 146-78). Similarly,
we can say that the excess of insistence in post-colonial discourse is a
strategic site of agency for the post-colonial subject (see translator’s note
in Lacan 1977: vii-viii). Not only do the two go hand in hand, but this
conflation provides an important key to the subject’s ability to resist the
interpellation of ideology and the subject formation of discourse.

When we are thinking about transformation we need to articulate the
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subtle difference between insistence and resistance. Resistance that
defines itself as opposition is merely defensive, whereas insistence is
productive, assertive and excessive. It is in the excess of instanz that the
agency of the resisting subject is confirmed. Agency is most productive
when it is involved in fashioning the self. Such self-fashioning is trans-
formative when it takes hold of the dominant language, genre, tech-
nology, and uses it for that purpose, for, as we have seen, this process
invariably transforms the discourse itself. The post-colonial ‘recapture’
of representation, in various modes of creative production, for instance,
demonstrates precisely the kind of ‘insistence’ by which the agency of
the subaltern subject is realized. Those cultural representations which
can be termed a ‘tactical occupation’ of the fractures of discourse can
only really come into being through the agency of insistence.

Curiously, in a discourse which can be prone to several kinds of
excess, this insistence is often an insistence upon reality, the reality and
materiality of post-colonial experience. J. M. Charcot once suggested that
‘Theory is good, but it doesn’t prevent things from existing’ (cited in
Brooks, 1990: 2). This becomes very pertinent in post-colonial writing,
because the ultimate horizon of that materiality on which it insists is
death itself. We could detail the history of oppression and death that has
attended many writers’ careers to elaborate this, but we need look no
further than to one of our conversants — Salman Rushdie. The fatwa
declared against Salman Rushdie by the Ayatollah Komeini, for alleged
sacrilege in The Satanic Verses against the wives of the prophet Moham-
med, brings us face to face with the worldliness of the text — and the
material reality of the author. In an immense contemporary drama of
reading, we see the excessive insistence of Rushdie’s text collide with the
unswerving judgement of a fundamentalist reading, an encounter with
the terrorism of absolute meaning. Suddenly we have lurched beyond
the comfortable consideration of textuality, of the author as simply a
‘function of the text’, and find ourselves facing the clear denominating
line of post-colonial reality: the author’s death. The irony of this is
deeply symptomatic of the protean adaptability of power: Islam, the
oriental ‘Other’ of the West, becomes the totalitarian and ‘imperial’
regulator, the master narrative which punishes and (very effectively)
incarcerates the writer. This incident becomes a very clear, if ironic,
metonym of the operation of colonial power.

The contest between reality and discourse which death appears to
adjudicate can be examined by a consideration of Foucault’s discussion
of the emergence of the author-function in ‘What is an author?’ (1969).
Authors emerged when owners needed to be found for texts, and
subjects found responsible for their transgression. ‘How can one reduce
the great peril, the great danger with which fiction threatens our world’,
Foucault asks. ‘The answer is: One can reduce it with the author’ (ibid.:
158). In his connection of writing and death we find a precise moment in
which the real and the deferred coincide. Foucault points out that writing
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leads to death: 'The work, which once had the duty of providing
immortality, now possesses the right to kill, to be its author’s murderer,
as in the cases of Flaubert, Proust and Kafka’ (ibid.: 142). He goes on:

That is not all, however: this relationship between writing and death is
also manifested in the effacement of the writing subject’s individual
characteristics ... the mark of the writer is reduced to nothing more
than the singularity of his absence; he must assume the role of a dead
man in the game of writing. (ibid.: 142-3)

That is all well and good, we might say, but we must add a
supplement to it; we must say to Foucault: ‘And yet ... Rushdie may
die!” Rushdie’s possible death has meaning in a number of possible
discourses. It is metonymic rather than metaphoric; metonymic of post-
colonial writing itself. Its reality is transdiscursive. This is, perhaps, what
makes it ‘really real’. "Nevertheless’, we insist, ‘Rushdie may die!” The
author may be reduced metaphorically to the ‘singularity of his absence’,
as Foucault puts it, but in Rushdie’s case we are made painfully aware
that writers are more than absences, that the production of the text
occurs in some material space. In this battle we exceed any mere role-
playing of the author’s death. Excess is an encounter with real life.

Indeed, the Rushdie example highlights a crucial feature of post-
colonial and other political discourse. While we may accept the function
of discourse or language in the construction of the subject, we are still
left with very material parameters to experience, parameters which
define a view of the real: death on the one hand and an insistence upon
identity on the other. It is, perhaps, this dichotomy which makes the
insistence of the post-colonial subject so potent and perhaps so import-
ant, for it is out of this excess that a sense of the reality of experience can
be recovered.

Supplementarity

Another mode of post-colonial excess is one we may call ‘supplementar-
ity’. The most recognizable use of the concept of supplementarity occurs,
of course, in Derrida’s deconstruction of signification, in the concept of
différance in which the supplement of the sign always exceeds the closure
of the signified. Indeed, the ‘supplement’ of meaning, by which signifieds
are always further signifiers, is a central feature of the post-structuralist
revision of Saussure’s theory of signs. However, there is a sense in which
supplementarity can be used quite differently, to refer to a mode of post-
colonial excess.

In his book The Accursed Share (1967), Georges Bataille proposes a
theory of excess which stems from a general economy of energy, which
asserts that, ‘if the demands of the life of beings (or groups) detached
from life’s immensity defines an interest to which every operation is
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referred, the general movement of life is nevertheless accomplished
beyond the demands of individuals’ (Bataille, 1967: 74).

Bataille’s economy hinges on the need for a system to use up that
excess energy which cannot be used for its growth. Thus the unproduct-
iveness of luxury of all kinds; the apparently meaningless expenditure of
sacrifice; the tradition of gift-giving called ‘potlatch’? which demands the
maintenance of honour by the return of a greater gift, all maintain a
system’s balance by using up surplus wealth. Withinthis general economy
the sexual act is a pre-eminent form of non-utilitarian expenditure of
energy, war is almost essential, while death itself is the ultimate moment
of ‘luxury’ in the system. Bataille summed up his general economy with
the resonant statement that ‘the sexual act is in time what the tiger is in
space’ (1967: 35). The eating of one species by another (represented in the
tiger) is the simplest form of luxury (ibid.: 33), but ‘sexual reproduction is,
together with eating and death, one of the great luxurious detours that
ensure the intense consumption of energy’ (ibid.: 35).

If we accept at least the general proposition of this trans-phenomenal
and transdiscursive movement of energy, we may detect a fascinating
feature of the imperial process. Imperial power expends its excess wealth
through war (i.e. the military force employed in colonial expansion and
the subjugation of colonial possessions), to create greater wealth which
is then diffused as luxury, further military expansion and so on. Though
it is a centred system, it is never a closed system: the dissipation of the
excess always increases wealth. We can see here the very close connec-
tion between capitalism — which Wallerstein claims is the world system
and has been since the sixteenth century (1974a, 1974b) — and the
relentless establishment and expansion of empire by the various Euro-
pean powers.

However, when we look at the colonial world, we see that the excess
of ‘luxury’ is ideally exported as high culture. Culture, and the non-
productive superstructure it supports, is an extremely prodigal expend-
iture of surplus energy originally accumulated as wealth. As
post-colonial theory has long known, the expenditure of surplus energy
through cultural hegemony long outlasts the ‘luxury’ of war, invasion
and annexation, and maintains the production of wealth which is always
distributed in a centripetal way. In other words, cultural hegemony
maintains the economy of wealth distribution.

This process leaves the system of imperial hegemony intact. An
instance of this hegemony may be seen in the export of theory, and this
of course works on its own momentum long after the official end of
imperialism. Thus whereas surplus value creates wealth for the centre in
a fairly obvious way, so the cultural surplus works to the same end.
Even when manifested in apparently subversive and heterogeneous
formations such as post-structuralism (with its own ironic doctrine of
the surplus of the sign), this cultural surplus works through language to
defuse opposition and preserve the system of wealth creation.
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According to Bataille, true opposition is best effected by the one who
spurns the very system in which wealth has its meaning. This is of
crucial significance to post-colonialism since, by means of various strat-
egies, it resists, subverts, interpolates, and generally evades the centrality
of the wealth system it engages, even when that engagement is effected
through mimicry.

The true luxury ... of our times falls to the poverty stricken, that is, to
the individual who lies down and scoffs. A genuine luxury requires
the complete contempt for riches, the somber indifference of the
individual who refuses work and makes his life on the one hand an
infinitely ruined splendour, and on the other, a silent insult to the
laborious lie of the rich ... henceforth no one can rediscover the
meaning of wealth, the explosiveness that it heralds, unless it is in the
splendour of rags and the somber challenge of indifference. One might
say, finally, that the lie destines life’s exuberance to revolt. (Bataille,
1967: 76-7).

Post-colonial excess reveals itself in the exuberance of life which is
destined to revolt. The option of lying down poverty stricken to scoff is
one taken by Wilson Harris (very successfully) when he refuses to be
called a theorist. This act of course deconstructs the very term ‘poverty
stricken’, but such an end may also be accomplished less cataclysmically
in the strategy of appropriation. The appropriation of that surplus wealth
represented by theory itself is not just a cunning strategy, but one of a
quite limited number of ways to recirculate the energy stolen from the
colonized world in the first place.

The discourse of decolonization appropriates the cultural surplus,
whether as genre, form, style or theory itself, and redistributes it as
excess. This means that the appropriated form of life or language game
is immediately ‘blown apart’, so to speak, by the perpetual supplement
of hybridity, marginality, supplementarity, the open horizon of post-
colonial ontology. In a sense this can be the option of the poverty
stricken to ‘lie down and scoff’ because the selective mimicry of appro-
priation mocks the riches of the system. Excess is, in this sense, the
continual supplement of the surplus (i.e. a surplus can be finite, but
excess is not). There are many ways of conceiving this, of course. The
selective mimicry of appropriation is a transgression in which the bandit
post-colonial mounts raids across the porous borders of discourse. This
poverty and transgression in the gaze of the centre puts post-colonial
discourse beyond the apparent riches of an alternate but symmetrical
centre. Such scoffing rejects the system itself, and with it the hope of
resurrecting some seamless and unproblematic cultural identity. Indeed,
the very opposite is the case; post-colonial ‘ontology’ itself is located in
the excess of hybridity.

Also available to post-colonialism is a programme of recuperation, in
which the immense wealth of theory generated in the post-colonial
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creative text is recovered (the ‘excess’ of this essay is itself taken from a
conversation). Such a recuperation of theory could enhance the construc-
tion of a non-symmetrical and non-reactive oppositional system which
hinged on a kind of hybrid excess of theoretical profusion. In this way,
post-colonial theory might better avoid an ‘opposition” that is simply a
response to the ‘position’ of Eurocentric theory.

Nevertheless, the centripetal impetus of hegemony works feverishly
against the exuberance of post-colonial life in many ways, both from
without and within. The Rushdie sanction is the grimmest example of
external force; and it also operates when Wole Soyinka, Patrick White,
V. S. Naipaul or W. B. Yeats are reincorporated into the system by the
‘disinterested’” approbation of the canon. However, the same principle
works ‘from within’, so to speak, when Joseph Furphy or Robbie Burns,
say, are incorporated by nationalist ideology. Opposition can itself be a
form of luxury which merely maintains the total system by conserving a
symmetry of oppositions. It is the excess of post-colonialism which
avoids this symmetry.

Hybridity

The ultimate goal of counter-discursive interpolation is not simply to
fracture a discourse but to exceed its boundaries. The most resilient
boundary established by a discourse is the binary between colonizer and
colonized, which generates variations such as black/white, teacher/
pupil, adult/child. As we have seen, the first trap of resistance discourse
is the reversal, but retention of the binary in a way that transfers power
without transforming it. One way in which post-colonial theory has
addressed this trap is to focus on the concept of hybridity, a term that
has come under suspicion as quickly as it came into vogue. Popularized
by Homi Bhabha, it has been criticized for its suggestion that cross-
cultural exchange occurs on a level political field rather than one
characterized by great inequalities of power. Robert Young argues that
it was a popular term in imperialist discourse and accompanied con-
scious assimilationist strategies (1995). Yet even he admits that there is a
difference between the unconscious processes of hybridity and a delib-
erate political disruption of cultural identity. While the concept can lead
to a dangerous levelling out of cultural power, hybridity is still an
important feature of post-colonial attempts to disrupt colonial binaries.
In its ‘excessive’ disruption of the certainties of essentialist categorization
it is a consummate example of excess.

Hybridization takes many forms: linguistic, cultural, political, racial
and religious. Linguistic examples include pidgin and creole languages,
and these echo the use of the term by Bakhtin, for whom it denotes the
disruptive and transfiguring power of multivocal language situations
and, by extension, of multivocal narratives. The idea of a polyphony of
voices in society is implied also in Bakhtin’s idea of the carmnivalesque
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which emerged in the Middle Ages when ‘a boundless world of humor-
ous forms and manifestations opposed the official and serious tone of
medieval ecclesiastical and feudal culture’ (Holquist, 1984: 4).

Young notes that, for Bakhtin, hybridity is politicized, made contesta-
tory, so that it embraces the subversion and challenge of division and
separation. Bakhtin’s hybridity ‘sets different points of view against each
other in a conflictual structure, which retains “a certain elemental,
organic energy and openendedness”’ (1995: 22). It is this potential of
hybridity to reverse ‘the structures of domination in the colonial situ-
ation’ (ibid.: 23) which Young recognizes that Bhabha also articulates.

Bakhtin’s intentional hybrid has been transformed by Bhabha into an
active moment of challenge and resistance against a dominant colonial
power ... depriving the imposed imperialist culture, not only of the
authority that it has for so long imposed politically, often through
violence, but even of its own claims to authenticity. (ibid.)

Bhabha contends that all cultural statements and systems are con-
structed in a space which he calls the ‘Third Space of enunciation’ (1994:
37). Cultural identity always emerges in this contradictory and ambival-
ent space, which for Bhabha makes the claim to a hierarchical ‘purity’ of
cultures untenable. For him, the recognition of this ambivalent space of
cultural identity may help us overcome the exoticism of ‘cultural diver-
sity’ in favour of the recognition of an empowering hybridity within
which cultural difference may operate:

It is significant that the productive capacities of this Third Space have
a colonial or postcolonial provenance. For a willingness to descend
into that alien territory ... may open the way to conceptualising an
intermational culture, based not on the exoticism of multiculturalism or
the diversity of cultures, but on the inscription and articulation of
culture’s hybridity. (ibid.: 38, emphasis in original)

It is the ‘in-between’ space which carries the burden and meaning of
culture and this is what makes the notion of hybridity so important.

The most tenacious aspect of anti-colonial binarism is the tendency to
make a distinction between ‘bad’ colonizer and ‘good’ colonized,
demanding a rejection of everything colonial. Such a position, although
rhetorically satisfying, does nothing to describe the complex range of
engagements and strategies which colonized subjects employ in their
engagement with the dominant power, nor does it give even an inkling
of the Third Space of enunciation in which the polyphony of colonial
resistance operates. Thus when V. Y. Mudimbe advocates the repudia-
tion of Western rationality, Abeola Irele points out the contradiction of
using Foucault to support his argument.

What we really want to know is whether the Western system provides
useful ideas, and I do not see Foucault (on whom Mudimbe depends
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for his deconstructive analysis of Western — that is, colonial — discourse
on the idea of Africa) as having undermined that basic point. (Irele,
1995: 296)

Clearly, the emancipatory energy of post-colonial discourse can find
much that is useful in the colonial dominance it is resisting, and indeed
can use it in the act of resisting.

The difficulty many post-colonial writers have with this apparent
ambiguity stems from an essentialist perception of identity. D. A. Masolo
perceptively reveals a common misconception in much post-colonial
criticism: the assumption

first, that all formerly colonized persons ought to have one view of the
impact of colonialism behind which they ought to unite to overthrow
it; second, that the overthrow of colonialism be replaced with another,
liberated and assumedly authentic identity. So strong is the pull toward
the objectivity of this identity that most of those who speak of Africa
from this emancipatory perspective think of it only as a solid rock
which has withstood all the storms of history except colonialism.
Because of the deeply political gist of the colonial/postcolonial dis-
course, we have come to think of our identities as natural rather than
imagined and politically driven. (Masolo, 1997: 285)

The assumption of the ‘solid rock” of authentic identity is habitually
contradicted by the actual transformative processes of post-colonial
experience, for the ‘solid rock’ itself is fluid, a continual state of becom-
ing. It is “post’ colonial, constructed, political, even at its most authentic,
because it is being formed within the inescapable historical reality of
colonization and its consequences. In some cases, as in the assumption
of an authentic African identity, the construction process has assumed
mammoth proportions. As Anthony Appiah says:

To speak of an African identity in the nineteenth century - if an
identity is a coalescence of mutually responsive (if sometimes conflict-
ing) modes of conduct, habits of thought, and patterns of evaluations;
in short, a coherent kind of human social psychology — would have
been to give ‘to give to aery nothing a local habitation and a name.’

Yet there is no doubt that now, a century later, an African identity
is coming into being. I have argued . . . that the bases through which it
has largely been theorised — race, a common historical experience, a
shared metaphysics — presuppose falsehoods too serious for us to
ignore. (1992: 74)

African identities are diverse and pluralist. Just as culture itself is fluid,
so identities are always ‘hybrid” in the broadest sense. This contradicts
the assumptions of both pan-Africanist ideology and much Western
ethnology. The heterogeneity, or hybridity, of post-colonial identities,
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like all identities, lies in the ways in which subjects inhabit the various
locations of those identities.

The emancipatory drive of post-colonial excess, the drive to re-
empower the disenfranchised, is too often conceived in terms of a
simplistic view of colonization, of post-colonial response, and of post-
colonial identities. The consequent exhortatory tone of decolonizing
theory runs the risk of theorizing how the world should be rather than
how the world is in the ordinary actions of individuals. Transformation
is a dominant mode in the post-colonial response to those colonizing
forces which appear constantly to suppress and control. Recognizing this
fact is all the more urgent given the complete failure of Marxist pro-
grammes of ‘liberation’ in Africa and other post-colonial states.

The ‘excess’ of transformation gives us a different way of looking at
what Bhabha calls the ambivalence of colonial discourse. For, rather than
a kind of flaw in the operation of colonial discourse, a self-defeating need
to produce in the colonized subject an imitation which must fail, because
it can never be an exact copy, ambivalence may be regarded as a much
more active feature of post-colonial subjectivity. It may be seen to be the
ambivalent or ‘two-powered’ sign of the capacity of the colonized to
‘imitate’ transformatively, to take the image of the colonial model and use
it in the process of resistance, the process of self-empowerment. Ambival-
ence is not merely the sign of the failure of colonial discourse to make the
colonial subject conform; it is also the sign of the agency of the colonized
- the two-way gaze, the dual orientation, the ability to appropriate
colonial technology without being absorbed by it — which disrupts the
monologic impetus of the colonizing process.

This ambivalence is a very different thing, however, from the rigid
opposition of colonizer and colonized which can lead to what Eze calls
the ‘radically mythical’. Informed by a friend that Nigeria’s economy
was in ‘deep depression’, the farming, banking and manufacturing
industries in ‘distress’, he remarks:

In depression and distress and always on the verge of the tragic, our
engagement with the West becomes susceptible, and in fact readily
transposes itself, to the realm of the radically mythical: the West is
against us, yet the West is our savior. In this role the West becomes
not just the (objective) West, but the Absolute West — which repels and
fascinates us all at once. (1997: 343)

If the ambivalence of post-colonial reality descends to a schematization
of the West as ‘mythical and phantasmagoric’, then its transformative
capacity is truly lost. Such a mythical schematization is not the result of
ambivalence, but of the tendency to fall into the habit of absolute
dichotomy - the Absolute West vs. the Rest. In such an opposition there
is no resolution to the paradox of the West as oppressor and saviour. In
the face of this opposition the concept of hybridity is truly ‘excessive’.
Yet nowhere has the ‘oppression of the saviour’ been demonstrated as
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clearly as in the development economics pursued in Africa. All societies
possess specific preconceptions, methods and strategies of economic
organization, but when these have been too completely suppressed by
the modern economics of neo-colonialism the result has been disastrous
at worst, tardy at best. “Africa has not “taken off” and developers still
stumble over a rationality which is not that of their programs. The
growth in productivity that Africa so urgently needs has therefore not
been achieved’ (Verhelst, 1990: 25). This is partly because the rigidity of
economic assumptions and developmental practices has prevented them
from utilizing the natural adaptability of ordinary people and their
everyday economic practice. ‘The African peasant’s economic behaviour
patterns’ says Verhelst, ‘seem to involve a delicate balancing act between
the economic rationality prevalent in the West and certain non-rational
social pressures or even beliefs which escape the more utilitarian, materi-
alistic and individualistic logic of Western capitalism’ (1990: 26). It is
only when this balancing act is unbalanced in favour of the methods of
the local that transformation can begin. Unfortunately, national politics
too often block such developments, since their own policies are deter-
mined by the demands of the World Bank and the IMF.

Indisputably, the theoretical purchase of hybridity has been under-
mined by its link with notions of race and biology. However, if we
dispense with the assumption that hybridity describes an ontological
condition (in much the same way that we must reject ‘post-colonial’ as
an ontology), and see it as another term for the range of strategies and
interactions by which colonial cultures are transformed, we will gain a
better idea of the excessive and complex agency of post-colonial engage-
ments with colonial power. Post-colonial transformation is not linear but
discontinuous, rhizomic, intermittent, excessive. If we understand
hybridity as a potential for change, or, in Bakhtin’s terms, a ‘polyphony’,
rather than a static heterogeneity of being, we will more clearly see its
place in this transformative process, alongside ‘supplementarity’ and
‘insistence’ as a strategic mode of post-colonial excess.

Notes

1. American critics such as Weiss (1991) and LeClair (1989) investigate the aesthetics of
excess in the work of writers like Thomas Pynchon, Joseph Heller, John Barth, Robert
Coover. For Tom LeClair, excess is a feature of those writers who demonstrate ‘mastery’ —
‘a combination of quality and cultural significance’ (1989: 1). Since this engaging phrase
occurs on page 1 of LeClair’s book, post-colonialists not interested in systems theory need
read no further. The work of Georges Bataille (1967, 1985) is more useful for this discussion.
For Bataille, excess takes many forms. Mostly the excess is an excess of the iconoclastic, the
taboo, the breaking of restrictions to the realization of full being.

2. This originally referred to a ceremonial feast of the American Indians of the north-west
coast marked by the host’s lavish distribution of gifts or sometimes destruction of property
to demonstrate wealth and generosity with the expectation of eventual reciprocation. The
word is analysed by Marcel Mauss in The Gift (1954).



CHAPTER 9

A prophetic vision of the past

History and allegory in Peter Carey’s Oscar and Lucinda

There is possibly a no more contentious area of discussion in post-
colonial studies than the status of settler colonies. The relevance of the
cultural hegemony of empire is obvious to anybody who grows up in
these countries, but to others, their relative prosperity and officially
monolingual character excludes all except their indigenous inhabitants
from post-colonial discourse. This is largely because attitudes to decolon-
ization are invariably, if often unconsciously, infected by the imperial
binaries of ‘us and them’, ‘colonizer and colonized’, ‘black and white’,
‘civilized and primitive’. Indigenous politics get drawn into these bin-
aries so quickly that they are assumed to be these societies’ only
engagement with colonization; yet settler colonies disrupt, confuse and
destabilize these binaries at all levels. They demonstrate some of the
supreme examples of post-colonial transformation because they are by
definition ambivalent, contradictory, torn between identity stereotypes
and imperial cultural affiliations, marked by the stresses and tensions of
affiliation which exist in all post-colonial societies, but which are ignored
in favour of egregious polarities.

In their appropriations of language, their ambivalent construction of
place and their various transformations of colonial discourse, settler
colonies reveal the complexity and the ambiguous rhizomic nature of the
operation of imperial power. They demonstrate in clearer form what is
true of all post-colonial societies: that the colonized can be the colonizers,
the marginalized can be the marginalizers, that imperial power circulates
and produces rather than simply confines. When we understand that
‘being colonized’ does not indicate a coherent and predictable state of
being but a wide range of cultural, political relationships, we are better
able to see the network of strategies that constitute the ‘condition’ of
post-coloniality. Settler colonies develop strategies of resistance and
transformation that are similar in process to those of other colonized
societies while being very different in content. The struggle between
filiation and affiliation; the struggle to represent self and thus obtain
cultural agency; the inheritance of forms of subject formation such as
nationalism and ethnicity; the ambivalent and contested representation
of place: these experiences outline spaces of contestation shared by all
colonies.
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We may demonstrate the operation of post-colonial discourse in
various ways, but it is in the attitude to history, the ‘interpolation’ of
historiography conducted by literary writers, that some of the most
resonant transformations occur. No other discourse has such an invest-
ment in a particular kind of future. History, so powerful an instrument
of Europe’s construction of world reality, not only records ‘the past’ but
outlines a trajectory which takes in the future. The teleology of historical
method is obvious, but it is nowhere more determining and coercive
than in the ideology of imperial history. Such history locks the ‘post-
colony’ into a future determined by the civilizing mission of empire.
There are various ways of encountering the prescriptions of history. The
OED gives one definition of history as: ‘a written narrative constituting
a continuous methodical record, in order of time, of important or public
events, especially those connected with a particular country, people or
individual.” Each one of these elements — its written form; its weddedness
to chronological time, its will to truth, its continuity, its teleology, its
narrativity, its aspiration to be a scientific record of events; its articulation
of what constitutes events of historical value — is important in the
imperial function of history over the last two centuries. History occludes
local pasts in various ways, sometimes by nominating the pre-colonial
as ‘primitive’ and ‘prehistoric’, sometimes by overshadowing it with the
prestige and status of modern history’s scientific method. In settler
colonies the suppression of the local history is more subtle: post-colonial
history (other than the officially ‘national’) is regarded as having no
value or importance because ‘nothing significant’ has occurred: Aus-
tralian colonial history is simply an extension of British history. What-
ever the particular way in which history dominates the local, it is
fictional narrative which provides the most flexible and evocative
response, principally because fiction is best able to reproduce the funda-
mentally allegorical nature of history itself.

Because post-colonial societies of all kinds have been marginalized
from the disciplinary structures of European discourse, their access to
those structures has often occurred by means of literary writing. The
reason this is so efficacious is that ‘the actual experience of life in a
colonial or post-colonial culture has been, and continues to be, “written”
by the texts of colonial discourse’ (Slemon, 1987: 10). The dominant
mode of this ‘writing’ has been allegorical, making allegory itself a site
of struggle, and a mode of counter-discourse in all forms of colonial
occupation. The ‘great’ literary allegories of the English literature canon
have been the most influential formulators of what it is to be human and
to have thus become the particular objects of counter-discourse. Thus,
‘allegorical writing, and its inherent investment in history provides the
post-colonial writer with a means’ not only of proposing that history can
be ‘opened up to the transformative power of imaginative revision’, but
‘also of building it into the structuring principle of the fictional work of
art’ (Slemon, 1988: 159).
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Of course, post-colonialism cannot lay an exclusive claim to the
allegorical mode. To Roland Barthes, both history and narrative have a
mythic dimension realized in the conversion of history into nature and
‘the essence of the myths of our own day is the process by which the
dominant cultural forces transform the reality of the world into images
of that world’ (Barthes, 1957: 215, 229). For Barthes, myth is an allegory
in that it gives structure to a gap between its surface and its content, and
history is mythologized by its subservience to ‘irresistible’ narrativity
(ibid.: 200). Hans Kellner, at the conclusion of a meticulous discussion of
theories of narrativity in history, concludes that allegory may be seen as
the crucial instrumentality of the reality function of history. The allegor-
ical nature of narrativity is the trope which unites the post-structuralist
with otherwise widely divergent theories of history. As he says, ‘The
link, or at least a link between the post-structuralist critique of historical
thinking and the narrativity which makes historical writing “historical”
in a disciplinary sense is their sense of the allegorical nature of historical
writing” (Kellner, 1987: 27). Contemporary anti-narrative theories such
as quantitative history, cliometric history, theory-oriented history and
psycho-history are more self-consciously allegorical than traditional nar-
rative histories, but this merely serves to articulate the allegorical nature
and function of narrative itself (ibid.).

Ultimately, allegory questions its own authority by inescapably draw-
ing attention to the will exerted in its creation; this will to represent is
revealed as a human need, the product of desire or ‘Care’ and can be
understood only within the authoritative confines of . . . another alleg-
ory. (Smith, 1982: 113)

When we turn to the allegorical trope in post-colonial history we see
a peculiar employment of the ‘will’ to truth. Post-colonial allegory is not
the figurative reference to some kind of ‘totality’, a real history which
exists beyond or in the direction of the story. It recognizes that the
history exists in the narrative and that the allegorical, by its very self-
referentiality, disturbs the referential hegemony of imperial history. It is
the insuperable problem of this inferred totality which ‘keeps history in
the narrative business’, as Kellner puts it (1987: 27), but it is through
allegory that the interpolation of the post-colonial into this narrative
creates its own form of oppositional disturbance. The tactic of interpola-
tion therefore distinguishes the allegory of post-colonial history from the
allegorical nature of other historical writing, because interpolation is a
mode of disturbance.

The significance of allegory for post-colonial accounts of history is the
opportunity it opens up for what Edouard Glissant calls a ‘prophetic
vision of the past’. Talking about the difficult phenomenon of Caribbean
history, the history of a people robbed of a prehistory, taken out of their
own history, so to speak, and then denied a reality within early accounts
of plantation society, Glissant conceives a history in prophetic terms: a
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past conflated with the present that the writer must continually strive to
capture. ‘The past’ he says, ‘to which we were subjected, which has not
yet emerged as history for us, is, however, obsessively present. The duty
of the writer is to explore this obsession, to show its relevance in a
continuous fashion to the immediate present’ (Glissant, 1989: 64). This
prophetic vision, he explains, is neither a nostalgic lament nor a narrative
locked into the scientific method of history. It enters the allegory of
historical narrative in order to re-vision the future. A striking example
of this, according to Wilson Harris, is the ubiquitous limbo dance found
in the carnival life of the West Indies which is an allegory of the slaves’
passage from Africa to the Caribbean, a continually and allegorically
performed history, prophesying regeneration and renewal. This is a
compelling image of a history that functions in the present, that not so
much forms a dialectic between memory, future time and the present, as
enacts the presentness of history.

Such a prophetic vision of the past radically revises our understanding
of the continuity, teleology, chronology and methodology of history. For
the simple scientific record of events becomes a tale with a future, either
for empowerment, or, as in the case of Oscar and Lucinda, as a cautionary
prophecy of the continued trajectory of imperial power in post-
independence times. The allegory in Oscar and Lucinda is the allegory of
imperial history itself: the classic journey of civilization into the wild on
its historic mission to bring light into the darkness. On the face of it, the
novel is an engaging story about a naive religious boy who follows what
he believes to be God’s will, leaves his father’s church and makes his
way across the terrifying sea to Australia, where he conceives and
executes a fantastic plan to build a glass church and sail it up the
Bellinger River as a vicarious act of love for Lucinda; but Oscar’s journey
is an ambivalent subversion of our usual assumptions about the progress
of civilization from Europe to Australia. The allegorical journey not only
disrupts the fixity of history but also dismantles the teleology of history.

Imperial/empirical history is a story of development towards a par-
ticular end. This is one meaning of the term ‘historicism’, but its
teleological impetus is one which is centripetal, that is, it constantly
moves towards the centre, and establishes an order which is the essential
aspect of the imperial — it orders reality. This elaborate story of Oscar’s
floating church, representing as it does the movement of white society
into the unknown, the importation of spiritual solace, the improvement
of society and the gradual movement towards order, is itself a parody of
the allegory of imperial history. Such history is grounded on the imperial
telos of progress and civilization, the telos of order. The idea of a telos —
an end or goal to which the great transcendent movement of history is
directed - is implicated in the idea of the sequential itself. For out of the
notions of contiguity and temporal sequence emerges the principle of
cause, which can in turn be seen to be a product of narrative structures
once the world is considered as a text.
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The teleological view of history which emphasized the constancy of
progress is, not surprisingly, a strong feature of the school of British
historians who wrote during the emergence and growth of Britain’s
empire. E. A. Freeman voices the clear conviction of imperial history
when he says, in The Growth of the English Constitution from the Earliest
Times:

Each step in our growth has been the natural consequence of some
earlier step; each change in our law and constitution has been, not the
bringing in of anything wholly new, but the development and
improvement of something that was already old. . .. Let ancient cus-
toms prevail; let us ever stand fast in the old paths. But the old paths
have in England ever been the paths of progress. (Williams, 1972: 41)

English historians in the mid-nineteenth century share a strong convic-
tion of the special calling of the nation to the civilizing mission. Perhaps
the best-known expression of this belief is Macaulay’s view in his 1835
Minute that ‘whoever knows [the English language] has ready access to
all the vast intellectual wealth, which all the wisest nations of the earth
have created and hoarded in the course of ninety generations’ (1835:
350). The idea of an obligation to disseminate the wealth of the language
has deep roots in a heroic view of history itself; of the special calling of
‘civilized’ nations and their relevance to the task of history. Seeley, the
Regius Professor of History at Cambridge at the end of the century, was
able to summarize the century of prejudice in the manner of Macaulay
and Carlyle, acclaiming the British Empire as ‘similar to that of Rome, in
which we hold the position not merely of a ruling but of an educating
and civilizing race” (Williams, 1972: 170-1).

In Oscar and Lucinda, the teleology of history is firmly linked to the
divine order of things. The titles of the chapters (‘Ascension Day’, ‘After
Whitsunday’) give the direct sense of a coherent and ordered movement
of history. Thus the church calendar becomes the metaphor for the
ordered and authorized movement of historical time. The idea of the
ordered progression of history towards a higher good found a particular
foundation for nineteenth-century historians in the idea of a divine plan.
In a lecture on the Puritan Revolution, Lord Acton stated: ‘But we have
no thread through the enormous intricacy and complexity of modern
politics except the idea of progress towards more perfect and assured
freedom, and the divine right of free men’ (1906: 202).

The divine right of free men seems to derive from the divine ordering
of the affairs of men. The link between teleology and theology is
particularly evident in Carey’s work and it is a link which his theme of
chance is out to untie. It is put perhaps most explicitly by Acton in a
lecture on ‘Political thoughts on the Church’ when he says: ‘the wisdom
of divine rule appears not in the perfection but in the improvement of
the world ... achieved liberty is the one ethical result that rests on the
converging and combined conditions of advancing civilization’ (Wil-
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liams, 1972: 45). He concludes by invoking Leibniz’ summation of this
principle: ‘History is the true demonstration of Religion.” Thus the
teleological view of human progress seems inevitably allied in imperial
history to the dogma that the civilized nations are the chief subject of
history; “The most precious Histories are those in which we read the
successive stages of God’s dispensations with man’ (ibid.: 42). In response
to this, the aims of post-colonial writing seem curiously conflictual: on
the one hand the aim is to insert post-colonial experience into the
programme of history; on the other to reject history because of its
imperial narrativization of the past; but the problem here is that in
history, as in other discursive formations, the post-colonial exists outside
representation itself. The remedy is not ‘re-insertion’ but ‘re-vision’; not
the re-insertion of the marginalized into representation, but the appro-
priation of a method, the re-vision of ‘history’. This is crucial to the
political interpretation of post-colonial experience because it is an
attempt to assume control of the processes of representation.

The view of historical movement with which Oscar and Lucinda (Carey,
1988) responds to the teleology of imperial history is a mirror image, so
to speak, of Marx’s dialectical view of history. Where Marx hinges the
progression of history upon moments of synthesis rather than continuity,
Carey proposes its completely erratic progression in moments of pure
chance. Chance not only profoundly influences the progression of the
story, but is the way in which the narrative progresses. Time after time
Oscar’s and Lucinda’s history proceeds through moments of chance. The
completely accidental death of Lucinda’s father, when he falls off a horse
(Oscar and Lucinda, p. 76),' makes Lucinda an heiress and thus begins a
chain of events which will lead to her meeting with Oscar. Wardley-Fish,
by accidentally knocking on Odd Bod'’s (Oscar’s) door rather than West's
(OL, p. 105) begins Oscar’s obsession with gambling and the guilt which
will send him to Australia. Lucinda’s mother, by dying before she can
change her will, gives Lucinda the means to fund Oscar; but most
importantly, perhaps, the narrative itself, a story told by Oscar’s grand-
child, is occasioned by the chance encounter of Oscar and Lucinda: ‘In
order that I exist two gamblers must meet’ (OL, p.225). Moments of
chance, which appear to be the only driving force of the allegorical
movement of the novel, could be seen as aporia which at each point
where they occur, deconstruct the assumptions of causality and continu-
ity on which (imperial) history is established. The novel deconstructs
history by demonstrating the extent to which the sequential movement
of Oscar’s history is rendered completely provisional.

The most sustained demonstration of chance in Oscar and Lucinda is
gambling itself. ‘Oscar had never seen such a passion for gambling. It
was not confined to certain types or classes. It seemed to be the chief
industry of the colony’ (OL, p.308), but Carey takes this cultural
phenomenon and uses it to subvert inherited notions of social and
historical order. Something considered to be a ‘typical’ Australian trait is
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used as the basis for a theory about social time itself, a ‘counter-teleology’
in the novel which comes to affect almost every aspect of human life.
Most important initially is the connection between gambling and the
divine will, perhaps the ultimate teleological discourse. On three import-
ant occasions Oscar paradoxically confirms what he takes to be divine
guidance by an act of pure chance, the most important one being to
throw the ‘tor’ over his shoulder to decide his future. He wishes he were
a pig rather than face the consequences of his lot throwing — becoming
an Anglican — (OL, p. 37), but he never doubts the certainty of divine
direction. Faith itself becomes the ultimate gamble, as he says to Lucinda
on board the ship to Australia: ‘Our whole faith is a wager, Miss
Leplastrier ... we bet that there is a God. We bet our life on it’ (OL,
p- 261). If faith and life are a gamble then one of the greatest gambles is
love, as Lucinda demonstrates when she bets her inheritance upon the
success of Oscar’s journey as a sign of the gamble of her whole life (OL,
p. 388-9).

The idea of telos is essentially a claim for order in the movement of
human affairs and is disrupted in various ways. Theophilus, the natural-
ist who encourages Oscar to classify his buttons, is convinced of the link
between taxonomy and an ordered creation. Yet order is not simply
disrupted by the novel; its moral claim is turned on its head, for in the
person of the appalling Jeffris, order is actually seen to be a source of
evil. Jeffris, who leads the party on its expedition in manic emulation of
Major Mitchell, is both the embodiment of order, and the demonstration
of the malicious blindness of the ‘orderly’ incursion of European society
into Australia:

he planned to go about this journey like a trigonometrist, knowing
always, exactly, where he was in space. . ..

They would carry axes and they would be razor sharp at all times,
for there is nothing a surveyor despises more than a tree that obscures
his trig point. (OL, p. 437-8)

Through Jeffris, the novel interpolates its narrative into the moral uni-
verse which Theophilus claims to know and to which imperial ideology
claims privileged access. Entering it is to disrupt its polarity.

The novel is thus founded on a fundamental tension: events move
forward according to the operation of pure chance, yet the narrative
recording those events, as ‘history’, is represented as the purposeful
movement of civilization into the wild. This is the contradiction allegor-
ized by the journey of the glass church up the Bellinger River: this
extraordinary and fine, but fundamentally accidental project, represents
the apparently inexorable project of imperial history. Conceived as an
act of love for Lucinda, Oscar’s journey is ‘captured’ by the tyranny of
imperial discourse in the person of Jeffris. Thus the trip is an immensely
subtle allegory of the fundamentally empty and deluded narrative
enacting and inscribing the empire’s vision of progress.
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A crucial feature of this expropriation of the past by imperial history
is the link between the control of time and the control of space. Maps
are central to the project of defining and controlling the world that
Europeans have called ‘discovery’. Language is itself a way of mapping
the world and Theophilus demonstrates better than anyone the power of
imperial discourse to order the world by naming it. However, it is the
unmapped territories of human experience which present the greatest
possibility to post-colonial experience. When Lucinda takes her dolly
down to the back paddock in order to give her a head of hair which is
much more controlled and controllable than her own, she manages to
achieve the opposite of what she intends; that is, she catches a glimpse
of the regions beyond order, ‘a land where maps were not drawn’ (OL,
p. 81). Australia is a place which exists in the unmapped territory of the
imagination. Its open possibility is its greatest attraction, but typically,
to Jeffris, it is a wildness to be tamed. His ‘great obsession in life was
that he should be an explorer of unmapped territories’ (OL, p. 169) and,
we might say, to make the invisible ‘visible’. The importance of Major
Mitchell as Jeffris’ model is that he was the scientist, the surveyor, the
most technical of Australian explorers. In the record of Jeffris” achieve-
ment we find enacted a parable of imperial history itself.

Mr Jeffris was content. He had not made a great exploration . . . but he
had done sound work. ... He had put his name to several largish
creeks. He had set the heights of many mountains which had pre-
viously been wildly misdescribed. He had established a reputation for
courage, having led his party through places inhabited by desperate
blacks. His journals recorded that he had ‘given better than he took’
from the ‘Spitting Tribe'. ... He had also successfully defended the
party from the murderous Kumbaingiri. He recorded all this in a neat
and flowing hand which gave no indication of the peculiarities of his
personality. His sketches of the countryside, the long ridges, mountains
etc. were as good as anything in Mitchell’s journals. (OL, p. 472)

The importance of naming, the alienation from place, the significance of
the journal, indeed of writing itself in the control of history, the demon-
ization of the indigenous inhabitants, the power over representation; all
these features of imperial history are located in the journal of discovery.
Jeffris’ ‘putting his name’ to several landforms is the narcissism which is
‘History’s inability to ‘tolerate otherness or leave it outside its economy
of inclusion” (Young, 1990: 4). The essential role of violence is also
revealed when he says, ‘Churches are not carried by choirboys. Neither
has the Empire been built by angels’ (OL, p. 473). The extraordinary and
fine idea of the glass church is hijacked by the rapacity and violence of
Jeffris and his embodiment of history. This contradiction of truth and
fiction is a characteristic of the nature of glass with which Oscar and
Lucinda become obsessed.
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Truth, fiction and the real

Perhaps more intransigent in debates about the ontological status of
history is the question of whether it is truth or fiction. ‘Truth’ and
‘reality’ says Hans Kellner, ‘are, of course, the primary authoritarian
weapons of our time, an era characterised by nothing more than the
debate over what is true of reality’ (1987: 6). The problem is that they
are tenaciously difficult to dispense with. Foucault, for instance, confirms
the constructedness of these concepts time and again, but ‘he will not
dispense with them, but rather examines the way in which discourse
creates reality as reality creates discourse. His own fictions, therefore, are
true because they are based upon a certain reality; this reality is real, in
part, because it has been figured by his fictions’ (ibid.). What strikes us
here is the fascinating intransigence of the dialectic of truth and fiction.
The very act of piercing this dialectic to isolate the ‘thesis’ — reality — is
one which invokes the fictive, because constructive, strategies of our
discourse.

One solution has been to propose the idea that history is fiction, but
this cliché only consolidates the inherent binarism of the distinction
between the two. The binarism - history /fiction - is simply another way
of expressing the binarism - truth/untruth — and hence, of course, that
truth is untruth; but such a simple inversion is self-defeating. Both
history and fiction are language games deployed in different contexts.
History is a method rather than a truth — words create the history. The
strategy of post-colonial writing is to collapse the binarism and deploy a
method which does not do away with history but which emphasizes its
provisionality. Carey’s best-known entry into this truth/untruth conun-
drum occurs in his earlier Illywhacker in which the narrator, Herbert
Badgery, claims to be a liar, leaving us with the problem of how to know
whether a person who says he is a liar is telling us the truth. Lying is
never simply opposed to truth, but is a sort of hybrid overlapping of
different registers of narrative, a ‘rhetoric’. In this mode, the ‘grit of
untruth’ can be coated with ‘creamy coats of credibility’ to become ‘a
beautiful thing, a lustrous pearl it was impossible not to covet’ (Carey,
1985: 60). It is both truth and untruth.

Oscar and Lucinda addresses the question of truth, reality and their
interpretation at several levels. Much of the movement of the plot hinges
upon the misinterpretation of what is ‘true’ or ‘real’. The elaborate
misunderstanding built up between Oscar and Lucinda in their oblique
discussions about the glass church and its intended recipient is a clear
example of the recalcitrant impenetrability of words. But Carey fixes
upon a consummate material representation of this paradox of truth and
fiction: glass. Glass is the substance which best represents the indeterm-
inacy of existence, which focuses the problem of history itself. Glass
stands for the contradictory and paradoxical transparency of life, the
Promethean possibilities of being. It represents the unity of truth and
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illusion. It is a ‘lovely contradictory thing ... a thing in disguise, an
actor, is not solid at all, but a liquid . . . in short, a joyous and paradoxical
thing, as good a material as any to build a life from’ (OL, p. 135).

Lucinda has taken her great gamble in life by purchasing a glass
factory with her inheritance. Glass, and in particular the glass drops
called Prince Rupert’s drops, are the symbol of Lucinda herself and of
Lucinda’s and all people’s desire to control their own history (OL, p. 131).
The drop itself is unbreakable, steel-like in its capacity to withstand
breakage, trauma attack, powerful in its resolution. But it has a weak
spot; a spot so weak that cracking that spot can blow the whole thing
apart. This weak spot in Lucinda is the great gamble, the gamble of love.
The wager is her commitment to resolution and happiness, a wager
focused in the glass church. That weak spot in her own teleological
narrative blows the whole edifice of her life apart.

While Lucinda desires to create something extraordinary and fine in
glass (OL, p. 361) and in the astonishing glass church seems to achieve
it, the aborigines’ song about glass, which they sing after the expedition
has cut a bloody path through their midst, is salutary.

Glass cuts.

We never saw it before.

Now it is here amongst us.

It is sacred to the strangers.
Glass cuts.

Glass cuts kangaroo.

Glass cuts bandicoot.

Glass cuts the trees and grasses.
Hurry on strangers.

Hurry on the Kumbaingiri.
Leave us, good spirits, go, go. (OL, p. 470)

Glass, the medium of something extraordinary and fine, is also its
opposite. Glass becomes the representation of the paradox of colonial
history, the paradox of the distinction between ideology and materiality,
between rhetoric and practice. Above all, it can be out of place, which is
the significance of the aboriginal song: ‘It came up the river, its walls
like ice emanating light, as fine and elegant as civilisation itself’ (OL,
p-490). A luminous metonym of civilization and its effects: beautiful,
dangerous, contradictory, ambivalent, a gamble of love that goes wrong.

If glass is the material symbol of the ambivalence of civilization in
imperial history, a comparable motif in national history is invisibility. In
Illywhacker, Goon Tse Ying teaches Herbert to disappear, a trick he
learned at Lambing Flat, the site of a notorious gold-field massacre in
which many Chinese were killed. He teaches Herbert because he is an
orphan and it will make him safe, but also ‘I do it to show you the terror
of we Chinese at Lambing Flat. Because it is only possible to disappear
by feeling terror’ (Carey, 1985: 216). Herbert does indeed learn to
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disappear. Goon Tse Ying’s ability is a ‘magically real” ability, for what
it demonstrates is not only the terror, but the wider invisibility of the
Chinese and other groups in Australian history. His invisibility is met-
onymic of the place of the marginalized in relation to the ‘facts’ of
history. That this invisibility is a ‘skill’ prompted by terror is a disturbing
revelation of the place of the ‘unofficial’ in national history. It is in Goon
Tse Ying’s ability to disappear that the ambivalence of truth and fiction
in history becomes most clear.

The crucial ambivalence of post-colonial history lies in the fact that
the boundaries of time and space become blurred. The importance of the
link between time and space to settler cultures is the experience of spatial
dislocation which disrupts the smooth trajectory of sequential history.
Place becomes the traumatic site of cultural reconstruction which
involves a conflict with many inherited assumptions, including a
received sense of historical time. Often the most compelling way of
accommodating this is to develop a contestatory national history, but the
great epic movement of discovery and settlement precisely maps the
trajectory of the meeting of the imperial and the national. What Paul
Carter calls the epic theatre of imperial history (1987: xiv), the theatre of
an inevitable movement towards the telos of civilization, becomes, at the
same time, the authenticating narrative of nation. The birth of the nation
emerges uncannily from the narrative of empire through the mediation
of space, or, more specifically, through the narrative of discovery.

Perhaps even more conclusively than the specific differences of race,
ethnicity, gender or nation, place unravels the universalist assumptions
of history. Goon Tse Ying’s ability to ‘disappear’ under the impetus of
terror may be an archetype of the post-colonial relationship with ‘place’,
for history desires above all to make the discovered place ‘visible’, a
‘location’. That which occurs in the absent spaces of post-colonial reality,
such as the plight of the Chinese in nineteenth-century Australia, hap-
pens in a different way, in a different order and with a different valency
than in the place inhabited by those who control the language. Funda-
mentally, place itself is a ‘location’ in language. The place which exists
outside the divine order of historical progress is in the strategic place to
dismantle the centripetal illusions of imperial history. Carey’s movement
of discovery and settlement, the penetration of an incomprehensible
wilderness, depicts a journey upriver as an allegory of the movement
through place, bringing it into history.

The story of Oscar’s glass church sailing up the Bellinger River is a
prophetic vision of the past because it embodies, in its continuity, tele-
ology, aspiration and purpose, the illusion of civilized progress, of
‘development’ as a continuous mode of being, moving into the post-
colonial present. Yet most significantly, it is also the story of the capture
of the resistant and transformative potential of the post-colonial by the
continued impetus and authority of ‘imperial’ power. The church is
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something extraordinary and fine in concept; it is conceived in innocence
as a rejection of the authority of the old order; it begins as the antithesis
of mapping and exploration, proceeding into unmapped territory, not to
impose order but to embody paradox, to offer praise to the lovely
contradictory nature of experience; it is hijacked by the impetus of
exploration, discovery and colonization in the person of the tyrannical
Jeffris, becoming a reason for mapping, taken over by that authority to
which it is antithetical; it proceeds into the future without regard to any
past; it is the great gamble, but the inheritance is squandered. Like the
civilizing mission, like progress, the fine idea collapses into a narrative
of greed and robbery. Because the allegory depicts the allegorical nature
of history itself, it goes beyond ‘then’ and ‘now’, projecting into the
future its prophetic narrative of aspiration and disillusionment.

In their ambivalence and many-layered demonstration of post-colonial
interchange, and because their history has an unavoidable beginning
point in the ‘'moment’ of colonization, settler colonies have an unusually
strong investment in the teleological trajectory of imperial history. The
growth of the colony is the very embodiment of the imperial dream of
civilization. This is why Oscar’s extraordinary journey up the Bellinger
River is such an evocative narrative: because as an allegory of the
historical movement of colonial civilization it is an allegory of the future
of the settler colony as well as the past. It is in this capacity of the
fictional text to reconnect time and place, to gaze cautiously at the
movement of imperial history itself, that the prophetic vision of the past
is most vividly realized.

Notes

1. Hereafter abbreviated to OL.



CHAPTER 10

Irony, allegory and empire

J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians and
In the Heart of the Country

However strong the post-colonial strategy of destabilizing history, it is a
tendency shared by postmodern deconstructions of the linearity and
teleology of historical method. It is perhaps not surprising that the
conflation of post-colonialism and postmodernism has been so wide-
spread in contemporary commentary. The postmodern project of decon-
structing the master discourses of the European Enlightenment is much
like the post-colonial task of dismantling the discursive effects of Euro-
pean imperialism. The post-structuralist sources of major colonial dis-
course theorists like Bhabha and Spivak have had the effect of
erroneously linking all post-colonial analysis to postmodern theory. As
suggested in Chapter 2, postmodernism and post-colonialism can both
be seen to be discursive elaborations of postmodernity. This is because
Enlightenment humanism (the target of postmodernism) and European
imperialism (the target of post-colonial transformation) are both stra-
tegic, and interconnected, features of modernity, but this is very different
from saying that post-colonialism and postmodernism are one and the
same thing. They are very different elaborations of postmodernity,
because only one — the post-colonial — challenges the essential Eurocent-
rism of modernity itself. While one replaces the human individual with
the discursive notion of a subject, the other emphasizes the material
context and worldliness of cultural texts. While one operates within
Eurocentrism, the other undermines it. While one finds itself drawn into
the unproductive possibilities of the play of the sign, the other emphas-
izes the political function of signification. While one emphasizes the
existence of reality effects, the other emphasizes the urgent material
consequences of those effects.

We need to address this conflation from the point of view of ‘“post-
colonial futures’ because the political nature of the transformations of
colonial culture by post-colonial societies runs the risk of being lumped
into the universalizing and Eurocentric discourse of postmodernism.
One of the most curious examples of this occurs in Latin American
criticism which often resists post-colonial explanations of the literature
in favour of theses about Latin American postmodernism (see Colas,
1994). While texts can be read in terms of both discourses, we need to
recognize the politically and culturally transformative dynamic of post-
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colonial writing. This is perhaps the distinguishing feature of the future
which post-colonial discourse creates. Post-colonial analyses emphasize
the ‘worldliness’ of the text, as Said puts it, as well as the worldliness of
the critic. Worldliness asserts that literary texts arise from a particular
place and a particular set of cultural conditions. The worldliness of
J. M. Coetzee’s writing is of considerable interest because it emerges
from the very ambivalent site of the South African anti-apartheid white
community.

The conflation of postmodernism and post-colonialism is proposed
nowhere more elegantly than in Linda Hutcheon’s ‘Circling the down-
spout of empire’ (1991). Although there is, says Hutcheon, a clear
emphasis on the political in post-colonial discourse, it can be seen as a
version of postmodernism because of the trope of irony which both
share. Hutcheon makes much of this use of irony which, she claims, is a
discursive strategy of both post-colonialism and postmodernism. Since
then, Hutcheon has produced a wide-ranging examination of the theory
and politics of irony in Irony’s Edge (1994) which avoids, in the main, her
earlier assertions of this link. It is to this assertion that I want to return,
because when we examine the function of irony, and examine its possible
claims in relation to Coetzee’s work, we discover certain distinctive
aspects of the dynamic of post-colonial writing. Coetzee is an important
focus for such an analysis since his work is read so consistently in
postmodern terms.

My purpose in this chapter, therefore, is twofold: to examine the
genealogy of this notion that irony is ‘the trope for our times’, the
category under which all doubleness can be subsumed, and to see how
Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) and In the Heart of the Country
(1977), while appearing ‘ironic’, clarify the tendency of post-colonial
writing to employ other counter-discursive tropes such as allegory. These
two novels hinge on two of the recurrent issues in Coetzee’s work —
history and language — but both negotiate with particular urgency the
territory in which ambivalence and allegory overlap. What is at stake
here, ultimately, is an understanding of how post-colonial writing might
articulate the political future of postmodernity. However, my specific
task is to demonstrate that the tropological strategies of post-colonial
writing, indeed many of the major political energies of post-colonial
textuality, are directed not towards a simple opposition to the dominant
discourse, but towards a transformation of that discourse through the
strategy of interpolation. Coetzee’s work is strategic in this examination
because it so manifestly typifies that body of contemporary writing over
which post-colonial and postmodern interpretations appear to be in
contest.

What is not immediately obvious about Hutcheon’s attraction to irony
is that it has a venerable genealogy, extending as far back as Vico,
reinterpreted through Kenneth Burke, Foucault and Hayden White. This
theory of irony is based on what may be called the ‘tropological
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structures’ of discourse which Frye (1963, 1982) and White (1978) elab-
orate as the great innovation of Vico. Vico’s theory is that human society
evolves through various stages which may be represented by the func-
tion of language within it, namely the dominance of one of the four
‘master tropes” metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony. This con-
ceptual evolution corresponds to different stages of social rule as a
‘dialectic of the exchange between language and the reality it seeks to
contain’ (White, 1978: 209). Thus the primal or metaphoric stage is that
in which words and objects share the same essence. The transition from
this stage to the next, metonymic stage, in which words stand for objects,
is analogous to the transition in society from the rule of gods to the rule
of aristocracies. The transition from metonymic reductions to synec-
dochic constructions of whole from parts, genera from species, is analog-
ous to the transition from aristocratic rule to democratic rule. The final
transition from synecdochic construction to ironic statement is analogous
to the transition from democracies ruled by law to the decadent societies
whose members have no respect for that law. Irony becomes, in a sense,
the ultimate trope of modernity, the trope in which the fragility of
modernity’s project of imperial regulation of human life is finally
unmasked.

In his A Grammar of Motives (1945), Kenneth Burke suggests that the
four master tropes deal in relationships that are experienced as inhering
within or among phenomena, but which are in reality relationships
existing between consciousness and a world of experience calling for
some statement of its meaning: they are ways of talking about experi-
ence. Metaphor explicitly asserts a similarity in difference and implicitly
a difference in similarity; meaning is provided in terms of equivalence
or identity. As ‘secondary forms’ of metaphor, metonymy, which repres-
ents the whole by the part, is reductive, while synecdoche is representa-
tive. The ironic is the more difficult trope, being constituted as dialectical,
but sanctioning the ambiguous, and even ambivalent, statement. Irony is
‘the linguistic strategy underlying and sanctioning scepticism as an
explanatory tactic, satire as a mode of emplotment, and either agnosti-
cism or cynicism as a moral posture’ (White, 1978: 73-4).

Such a linguistic strategy, I would argue, precisely represents those
conditions in which the subject itself is constituted as constructed and
passive in postmodemism. It is in the status accorded to subjectivity that
post-colonial representations distinguish themselves from the ‘ironic
cynicism’ of postmodern discourse. In this respect these two novels of
Coetzee’s are significant; written in the first person, they situate them-
selves at the most anxious point of contestation in this debate, the contest
between ‘Cartesian individualism’ on the one hand, and subjectivity as a
function of language, discourse or ideology on the other. What we detect
in Coetzee’s novels is that the subject, which is in most respects subjected
to the dominant discourse, can act in resistance by making use of the
fractures which open up within it. This, as we saw in Chapter 5, is the
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tactical mode of all post-colonial counter-discourse, and the fractures in
discourse may be occupied and that discourse disrupted in various
ways.

The fact that, in Coetzee and many other writers, the instrument very
often chosen for this disruption is allegory, is an interesting comment on
Frederic Jameson’s contention that ‘all third-world texts are necessarily
... national allegories’, because ‘the story of the private individual destiny
is always an allegory of the embattled structure of the public ... culture
and society’ (Jameson, 1986: 67). Without commenting on the notoriety
of the words ‘necessarily’ and ‘national’ in this statement (see Ahmad,
1986), we can see in Coetzee’s allegory a use of the trope which addresses
both the urgency of subjective agency and the public political predica-
ments in which this subject is either forced to act or not to act. The link
between the ‘private’ subject and the ‘public’ domain of imperial dis-
course in these texts is also accomplished in metonymy, a trope which
becomes particularly obvious in Waiting for the Barbarians in the material
fate of bodies through activities such as torture, eating, healing or
sexuality. However, the ‘doubleness’ of the magistrate’s subjectivity
seems manifestly ironic, so we need to determine whether, in Coetzee’s
novels, irony, the trope of postmodernity or some other figurative
dynamic is at work.

The problem with the tropological model is that it can become
endlessly protean, serving to describe (or replace) virtually any group of
categories whatever. In his essay ‘Foucault decoded’ (1978: 230-60),
White describes Foucault’s épistemes (classical, modern and postmodern)
in terms of the four tropes, as a description of the ways in which the
discursive practices within them make the phenomenal world available
to consciousness. The linking of the postmodern with the trope of irony
within this ‘archaeology’ has become widespread, and it is precisely
such a genealogy which allows critics such as Hutcheon to see irony as
both the ultimate trope of modemity (the trope of the postmodern) and
a trope conflating the postmodern and the post-colonial. In Vico’s
formulation, irony is the last stage of development, the stage of dissolu-
tion. This echoes Weber’s view of the ambiguous nature of modernity in
his classic study of the ‘Protestant ethic’ (1958); rationalization makes the
world orderly and reliable, but it cannot make the world meaningful.
Yet if irony is a stage of the dissolution of modemity, can it also be a
trope of that which contests the major project of European modernity —
imperialism itself? If post-colonial textuality exists in the ‘stage’ of this
dissolution, is it as agent or object?

What this neat tropological structure fails to account for is that the
cultures in which post-colonial literatures are written often traverse the
immense distance between mother tongues which may be distinctly
metaphoric in Vico’s sense — in that they identify words and objects as
sharing the same essence (White, 1978: 205) — and the ‘demotic’ English
which extends in usage from the metonymic to the ironic. This throws
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into disarray the very basis of the tropological model: the assumption
that there is an evolution of human consciousness which moves along
the trajectory of these tropes.

Such an idea of evolution underlies the imperial rhetoric by which the
‘barbarians’ are constructed, and Waiting for the Barbarians shows the
extent to which the existence of empire relies on its ability to construct
its primitive others. If such an evolution between the metaphoric and the
ironic is accomplished within the confines of that English text which
issues from an oral culture, then our definition of evolution must
undergo a radical revision. For to see the trope as the ground upon
which events in the phenomenal world are related to language is to infer
a seamlessness in human action which is reductive (metonymic in
Burke’s sense), universalizing and ethnocentric. In short, the tropological
model applies a spurious historicist continuum to the categories of
cultural difference. Even if we avoid the historical fallacy of the evolu-
tionary model and see the tropes as representative of ‘stages of social
rule’, what stage of social rule, we might ask, manifests itself in the
complex transcultural (Pratt, 1992: 6) interchange of colonialism?

The ultimate problem with irony, in Kenneth Burke’s formulation, is
that it sees the possibility of all possibilities at once:

Irony arises when one tries, by the interaction of terms upon one
another, to produce a development which uses all the terms. Hence,
from the standpoint of this total form (this ‘perspective of perspec-
tives’), none of the participating ‘sub-perspectives’ can be treated as
either precisely right or precisely wrong. They are all voices, or
personalities, or positions, integrally affecting one another. When the
dialectic is properly formed, they are the number of characters needed
to produce the total development. (1945: 512)

Such an explanation of the trope shows how problematic irony must
become for any text involved in cultural or political contestation. For, as
a vehicle of scepticism, cynicism and agnosticism, it does not lend itself
to transformation (whatever Burke may mean by ‘development’). The
great attraction of irony for Hutcheon is that it is a trope which ‘works
from the power field but still contests it” (1994: 176). However, the
doubleness of irony is that of the two-sided coin — the duality may
contradict but it is still a kind of dialectical unity; the power field is
unmoved. The way in which the power field may be disrupted, I would
contend, is by the appropriation of dominant textual forms, the interpola-
tion of dominant social, political and economic structures, the counter-
discursive representation and rewriting of canonical modes (see Ashcroft,
1995). By transgressing the power field rather than attempting to stand
outside it, the dominant discourse may undergo radical transformation
at the level of local practice.

Waiting for the Barbarians is a case which may seem to meet all the
requirements of irony, a novel in which ]J. M. Coetzee allegorizes the
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ambivalence of white resistance in South Africa, indeed allegorizes the
dilemma of any dissenter in an oppressive regime. In this novel the
Magistrate who tells the story is situated at the edge of the ‘Empire’
conducting the humdrum business of the outpost town in relative
tranquility, until he is forced to face the harsh reality of the Empire’s
oppression in the person of Colonel Joll. This functionary of the ‘Third
Bureau’, the secret police, arrives to extract, by torture, any information
about the ‘barbarians’ that can be gathered from a motley collection of
old men, women and children, who are ‘captured’ on a prisoner gather-
ing foray. The fact that the whole enterprise is manifestly absurd, that
there is no threat from the barbarians, a nomadic people who come to
town from time to time to trade, that there were no ‘border troubles’
before the arrival of the ‘Third Bureau’ (Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 114),!
does not deter Colonel Joll. For clearly the Colonel is in the business of
creating the enemy, of delineating that opposition which must exist, in
order that the Empire might define itself by its geographical and racial
others. When it is intimated to Colonel Joll that the fishing people could
not possibly help him in his enquiries, he replies, ‘Prisoners are
prisoners’ (WB, p. 22).

On the face of it, the Magistrate’s position is deeply ‘ironic’. As a
magistrate he is the representative and upholder of imperial law, yet his
complacent and refined, self-indulgent but humane administration, his
disdain for the gross excesses of Colonel Joll and the secret police, mean
that his position is profoundly ambiguous. His face turned in two
directions, he is both judge and judged, both law and transgressor,
protector and enemy, imperial official and imperial outcast. He is, in
fact, an embodiment of the profound and disabling ambivalence of
imperial rule, of imperial discourse itself. As he realizes much later, he
and Colonel Joll are two sides of the same coin:

For I was not, as I liked to think, the indulgent pleasure-loving opposite
of the cold rigid Colonel. I was the lie that Empire tells itself when
times are easy, he the truth that Empire tells when harsh winds blow.
Two sides of the imperial rule, no more, no less. (WB, p. 135)

Significantly, this perceptiveness is only possible after the Magistrate
has rebelled, stepped outside the irony of empire. He is obsessed by a
girl made lame and blind by Colonel Joll and left behind by her people.
His obsession seems focused in his inability to completely fathom his
motives in ‘rescuing’ her. This in turn is a result of her impaired vision
— he cannot form a clear impression of her nor remember her face, since
he himself does not appear to fully exist in her gaze. He sees to his
horror that his erotic attentions are perhaps merely a different version of
Colonel Joll's tortures, which are, in a perverse way, the ultimate
intimacy. He is thus both rescuer and torturer.

The doubleness of the Magistrate in this novel can be seen to represent
all the unresolvable irony of linked oppositions. As Burke says, ‘true
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irony, humble irony, is based upon a sense of fundamental kinship with
the enemy, as one needs him, is indebted to him, is not merely outside
him as an observer but contains him within, being consubstantial with
him’ (1945: 514). The Magistrate, and, by implication, all subjects who
contest the power of empire, are examples par excellence of this ironic
mode.

However, the point at which the irony solidifies into opposition is the
reality of the girl’s pain. The urgent material effects of colonial discourse
disturb the equanimity of the ironic. The Magistrate cannot understand
his own motives in employing the girl, nor why he performs a nightly
ritual of washing her damaged legs, but its function as an act of
atonement for the damage caused by Colonel Joll is obvious, since he,
the Magistrate, is himself implicated in, ‘consubstantial with’, the
Empire. Yet his very desire to heal the girl is confirmation of his identity
as the obverse side of imperial rule, a fact that implicates him in a kind
of re-invention of the girl’s body, an attempt to penetrate its inscrutable
otherness. The Magistrate’s care for the girl’s body is the obverse of
Colonel Joll’s attempt to inscribe the Empire’s will on the bodies of those
subjects it needs in order to define itself. The pointlessness and absurdity
of the Colonel’s torture is balanced by the very logic of power, its need
to inscribe itself on the bodies of its nominated ‘barbarians’. Though the
Magistrate’s position in relation to the girl may be ironic, her pain
represents an unequivocal ‘reality’ from which he cannot distance him-
self. It is only when he undertakes a hazardous journey to return her to
her people that he manages to perform an act of expiation. The journey
is one of ‘return’ in two ways because it takes him outside the moral
vacuum of empire and ‘retums’ him to a position (grammatically) “prior’
to the irony of his function as magistrate.

Captured on his return for ‘treacherously consorting with the enemy’
he is able, from a position now outside it, to see the profound irony of
empire: ‘We are at peace here,’ I say, ‘we have no enemies.” There is
silence. ‘Unless I made a mistake,” I say. ‘Unless we are the enemy’ (WB,
p- 77). The irony of the Magistrate’s retort is no longer the irony of his
position as magistrate, for he has now attained (or regained) the ‘per-
spectival’ view of metaphor. The Magistrate inhabits the ambivalence
which represents the fatal fracture of imperial discourse. His statement
sums up and dismantles the contradiction of empire and why it must
construct itself in terms of its enemies, because it is its enemies. In this
way, revealing and entering the fracture in the logic of empire, he frees
himself: ‘I am aware of the source of my elation: my alliance with the
guardians of empire is over, I have set myself in opposition, the bond is
broken, I am a free man’ (WB, p. 78). An ambiguous freedom, perhaps,
for he undergoes a physical and mental torture from this point, but it is
a moral freedom, a ‘truthfulness’, which will unravel the Empire’s
control of history like a ball of string. For the outpost, and by extension
the Empire, falls prey to its own xenophobia, life becomes apathetic,
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paranoid, until with the decimation of the expeditionary force in the
desert, simply from its failure to contact the barbarians, the outpost virtually
disintegrates.

The significant issue in this act of separation is the subject position of
the Magistrate, for he is not colonized in the way the barbarians may be.
We have no real idea of his ethnicity or background except that he is
given his position by, and may be one of, the ruling class. Nevertheless,
he is a subject of colonial discourse, as well as becoming subjected to it as
consummately as the barbarians, but it is a subject position from which
rebellion, the simple act of saying ‘No!’, is indeed possible. The Magis-
trate is metonymic of the settler culture itself, ambivalent, ‘schizo-
phrenic’, both colonized and colonizing. He is not only a representation
of the ambivalent subject but of the positionality of subjectivity within the
discourse of empire, but the far-reaching revelation of his action is that
resistance can emanate from just such a subject position. His resistance
is not a function of his separation from power, but of his very ambival-
ence, which brings with it a capacity to expose the contradictions of the
system. The first-person narrative of the novel makes the subtlety of this
process much clearer, but the Magistrate seems to metonymize every-
thing about South Africa’s post-coloniality which arouses so much
anxiety and hostility in critics, particularly in regard to Coetzee’s writing.
For he demonstrates that the dynamic of imperialism is fluid, discontinu-
ous, transnational, and the subject positions it constructs are themselves
in continual process. This is much more fluid and anxious than the
‘doubleness’ of irony, yet it is a fluidity which allegory can easily
accommodate.

The point of fracture through which the Magistrate is able to disturb
the logic of empire is the very point of its identity construction, its need
to invent itself by inventing its others. The invention of the barbarians in
this novel is a process which lies at the heart of five centuries of
European domination of the globe, a process continually replicated in
regimes such as the apartheid regime of South Africa. The category of
the ‘primitive’ is, of course, crucial to justifying the civilizing mission of
empire, and the construction of European fantasies of inhumanity in its
prospective ‘subjects’ is extremely elaborate. The fact of Caliban’s primit-
iveness must be established before the self-authenticating processes of
‘nurturing’ through language can take place. The fantastic and anomal-
ous inventiveness of this process in European society is remarkable. John
of Holywood’s Sphera Mundi (1498), for instance, describes the natives of
America as ‘blue in colour and with square heads’ (White, 1978: 186),
and colonial accounts are replete with the transgressive singularity of
indigeneity .2

The process of ‘ostensive self-definition by negation’ is extremely
widespread and not limited to the colonial enterprise. Thus ‘if we do not
know what we think “civilisation” is we can always find an example of
what it is not’ (White, 1978: 152). This is the most fundamental strategy
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of Western epistemology — the establishment of boundaries. The most
critical of these boundaries in the central project of modernity — Europe’s
self-creation — is the boundary between the civilized European and
primitive other. In Coetzee’s text we are introduced, through allegory, to
the fragile illusoriness of its ontological project.

It is often a consequence of resistance that this process of othering is
met with a simple reaction and the colonizer constituted as the ‘barbar-
ian”. This is not an unexpected response to such nightmare figures as
Colonel Joll, but the novel dismantles the binary ‘civilized/barbarian’,
by showing the construction of the barbarians as an elaborate and absurd
fiction. The colonized subject can be both oppressor and oppressed, like
the Magistrate himself, and it is not only the obvious example of settler
colonies which bears this out. The process works transdiscursively, so to
speak, with power working through the subject according to the way the
subject is positioned. Thus the ambivalence of colonialism works across
the political, gender, racial, geographical, and various other social dis-
courses in which individuals are variously constituted.

The disintegration of the Empire is a process in which the Magistrate,
the failed upholder of empire, is no longer ironic - his journey from
complacent official, through torture, to degraded, dishevelled, disinteg-
rating human remnant, becomes a synecdoche of empire. His degrada-
tion enacts the disintegration of that which in fact first gave him
authority, that empire which he represented. His torture by the Third
Bureau indicates the Empire tearing at itself, collapsing from within, not
from the pressure of outside force. The failure to find the barbarians has
been the failure to constitute self against other, the failure of imperial
discourse to constitute the subjectivity of its subjects. The Magistrate’s
refusal to leave becomes catalytic in the process.

The magistrate is clear that this is the disintegration of imperial
history. Indeed, it is the creation of history which stands as the Empire’s
greatest oppression:

What has made it impossible for us to live in time like fish in water,
like birds in air, like children? It is the fault of Empire! Empire has
created the time of history. Empire has located its existence not in the
smooth recurrent spinning time of the cycle of the seasons but in the
jagged time of rise and fall, of beginning and end, of catastrophe.
Empire dooms itself to live in history and plot against history. One
thought alone preoccupies the submerged mind of Empire: how not to
end, how not to die, how to prolong its era. (WB, p. 133)

By extension, of course, history is the most ‘imperial’ of discourses,
and it is in his view of history that the Magistrate seems most ironic, for
he has the ‘ironic’ view that comes from his knowledge, through his
archaeological digs, of other empires which had existed in this place
before. He is aware of the similarities of his position and the Colonel’s,
but also questions his own resistance; he continually asks whether things
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would be different under another regime, and he questions the value of
any of their actions in the light of history. Nevertheless, the simple logic
of the Magistrate’s act of resistance cannot be countermanded. His is not
a simple binary opposition; he does not ‘become’ a barbarian, for he
realizes that history cannot be escaped. It is at this point, when the
subject realizes the necessity of engaging the hegemonic, that the post-
colonial is defined.

The moment appears in the novel when the Magistrate — now that the
army has left the town in a shambles, the place half-deserted, its
economic structure virtually destroyed - tries to write his journal. This
is the point at which Coetzee rehearses that central question of all
resistance literature: ‘Why write? When the Magistrate sits down to
write ‘a record of settlement to be left for posterity’ (WB, p. 154), he finds
that what he begins to write is not some clear autonomous history, not
the annals of an imperial outpost ‘or an account of how the people of
that outpost spent their last year composing their souls as they waited
for the barbarians’ (WB, p. 154), but a description that is in large part
determined by the genre in which he is writing.

I think; ‘I wanted to live outside history. I wanted to live outside the
history that Empire imposes on its subjects, even its lost subjects. I
never wished it for the barbarians that they should have the history of
Empire laid upon them. How can I believe that is cause for shame?’
(WB, p. 154)

The post-colonial writer finds that it is impossible to live outside
narrativity, and therefore to live outside history; that it is impossible
either to reject history or re-invent it. The attempt to do so merely results
in the capture of the written word in some other kind of discourse. The
act of writing itself is one which, to use Burke’s term, requires a ‘scene’.
To this extent the act of writing cannot avoid the narrativity of history,
nor should it. Its agency is interpenetrated with its ‘scene’ and ‘purpose’.
The problem with an alternative history can be seen when the Magistrate
asks himself whether a ‘barbarian history’ would be any different from
the Empire’s. What might be called the ‘post-colonial’ option is to
interpose, to interpolate history, to stay and fight as the Magistrate
stayed, even to see the disintegration of empire. In fact, it is his decision
to stay which causes most consternation to the military administration;
they simply don’t know what to do with him, and this is the secret of
his survival. The alternative to staying, the Magistrate realizes, would be
to join the exodus ‘as one of those unobtrusive old folk who one day slip
away from the line of march, settle down in the lee of a rock, and wait
for the last great cold to begin creeping up their legs’ (WB, p. 132). This
kind of death might also be seen as metaphoric of the attempted exodus
from history.

In a sense, Coetzee has already provided one kind of answer. A
resistance history which does not simply reflect the Empire it resists is
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provided by allegory. The clearest example of this allegory is that which
appears to be formed by the remnant message slips that the Magistrate
has recovered from his archaeological site.

‘It is the same with the rest of these slips.” I plunge my good hand into
the chest and stir. ‘They form an allegory. They can be read in many
orders. Further, each single slip can be read in many ways. Together
they can be read as a domestic journal, or they can be read as a plan of
war, or they can be turned on their sides and read as a history of the
last years of the Empire — the old Empire I mean. (WB, p. 112)

Allegory is not only a function of writing but of reading. Allegory opens
up the resistance of reading and this is the function of the allegory of
this novel itself. For in allegory a history is adumbrated in which the
Empire is negated. Inasmuch as allegory enables the writer to operate
oppositionally within the master narrative (to gain access to publishing
and distribution, avoid censorship, be read by a widespread audience) it
is very similar to Hutcheon’s definition of one kind of irony:

a mode of ‘speech’ (in any medium) that allows speakers to address
and at the same time slyly confront an ‘official” discourse: that is to
work within a dominant tradition but also to challenge it — without
being utterly co-opted by it. (1994: 1-2)

This would certainly seem to describe much post-colonial writing, but
the difference between this ironic stance and post-colonial allegory is
provided, I think, by the example of the Magistrate himself. For his
tenacity in refusing to go away, and thus his ability to interpolate himself
in some respects into its destiny, allows him to assume a degree of
instrumentality in the disintegration of empire. Not only does he avoid
being co-opted by the dominant tradition, he participates, albeit at the
edges, in its change. It is not an unimportant fact that this agency can be
seen as simple survival, for survival has been elaborated by Margaret
Atwood (1972) as a particularly resolute form of settler culture discourse.
There is little doubt that survival has been a cause for celebration in the
post-colonial writer’s enterprise in South Africa.

The question of history is an appropriate point at which to engage In the
Heart of the Country, for the tension between sequentiality and imaginat-
ive narrative which is set up in this novel by the numbering of the
paragraphs precisely replicates the tension set up in Western histori-
ography. The compelling sequentiality of a numbering system is the sign
of that time-consciousness developed within European society, a sign of
modernity itself, a time-consciousness which becomes central to the
discursive control of history and which has structured its relationship to
space (Habermas, 1987a; Giddens, 1990). Yet everywhere in this novel,
time and sequentiality are undermined by the corrigibility of memory,
the apparent irruption of different narratives of the past leading to the
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same end (for instance, the different accounts of the father’s death,
different accounts of the daughter’s rape); in short, a variable and chaotic
teleology in which space rather than time becomes the ordering prin-
ciple. History, the discourse of time and truth, is left floundering.

The arbitrariness of history is a function of the very dislocation, the
displacement which characterizes this isolated and unheimlich farm. Like
the situation of the magistrate in Waiting for the Barbarians, there is an
irony of doubleness in the place of the farm at the very edge of
civilization, the very edge of ‘empire’, one which reorders the link
between time and space and disrupts the rules of the discourse of
civilization. However, the irony is subsumed within a grim and distopian
rewriting of Shakespeare’s The Tempest which nevertheless opens the
way for a distinctly unironic, transformative view of the post-colonial
relation to time, language and history. This is a rewriting in which the
focus is not Caliban, but an isolated, unappealing and eventually crazy
Miranda who emerges, as she does in so many post-colonial readings
and rewritings, as the metonym of the settler culture — displaced,
marginal and finally alienated from both the language of civilization and
the language of Caliban. In some respects Magda, this scarecrow
Miranda figure, is as ‘ironic’ as the magistrate. However, whereas the
subjectivity of the Magistrate confirms itself within the fractures of
imperial discourse, by invoking the non-existence of the barbarian horde,
Magda’s capacity to represent a dimension of possibility comes from her
very isolation at the crumbling rim of civilization.

The counter-discursive energy of this rewriting of The Tempest comes
from Magda’s inversion of the Miranda figure. ‘Instead of being the
womanly warmth at the heart of this house’ she says, ‘I have been a
zero, a null, a vacuum towards which all collapses inward’ (In the Heart
of the Country, p. 2).2 She keeps the hallway clock wound and corrected
and fights against becoming ‘one of the forgotten ones of history’ (IHC,
p- 3)- Magda, the isolated, unloved daughter of a harsh and formidable
Afrikaans farmer, a man who has desired a son and regards her as an
irrelevance, becomes the sign of a culture that is stranded on the edge of
the past and the future, separated from history and ultimately from
conventional sanity. She is lost in the 'heart’ of the country which, to
her, is an emptiness, a vacuum as complete as herself, she is living ‘at
the heart of nowhere’ (IHC, p.4). As the voices she hears later in her
decline reveal to her, ‘The feeling of solitude is the longing for a place.
That place is the centre of the world, the navel of the universe’ (IHC,
p- 135). It is the constant disruption of the link between time and space,
the search for the place that can be constructed in a different language
which becomes the characteristic of Magda’s search for a new language.

Magda’s relationship with her father is also an inversion of
Miranda’s and Prospero’s affection, but it is still the relationship
between settler colonial and imperial centre, transplanted with its patri-
archal and political significance intact, but with its transformative
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potential triggered by the father’s death. Magda kills him accidentally
while discharging a shotgun through the bedroom window because he
has coerced Klein-Anna, the wife of Hendrik the farm labourer, into his
bed. She solicits Hendrik’s help to bury him, thus putting herself under
his power. Hendrik achieves the sexual union with the master’s daugh-
ter which had eluded Caliban, but it is an unsatisfactory and pointless
union and just as barren as the relationship between Prospero and
Caliban because it is a simple exercise of power, an inversion of colonial
dominance.

The real transformative dimension of the allegory occurs when Hen-
drik flees the farm, for now Magda can enter the full landscape of her
isolation, and can cross the borders of civilization and sanity. Whereas
Magda'’s situation is, from the beginning, far more radically exterior to
imperial discourse than the Magistrate’s in Waiting for the Barbarians, it is
also, for that reason, more laden with possibility. This possibility circu-
lates around the disruption of two fundamental elements of the imperial
control of colonial space: the link between time and space, and the
imperialism of language in its construction of the world.

The disruption of the link between time and space comes from a
particular fracture in imperial discourse, caused by the very isolation
that its pioneering ideology has imposed on the farm and its allegorical
Prospero and Miranda. For this relationship between time and space, the
chronographic and chronological ordering of space, is the very core of
history, and in this monotonous dead heart of nature, history peters out,
first because time can no longer order events, second, because it can no
longer create place. For ‘we are the castaways of history’ (IHC, p. 135),
says Magda, ‘that is the origin of our feeling of solitude’, and the feeling
of solitude is the beginning of the desire for place.

I for one do not wish to be at the centre of the world, I wish only to be
at home. Much, much less than all would satisfy me: to begin with, a
life unmediated by words: these stones, these bushes, this sky experi-
enced and known without question; and a quiet return to the dust.
(IHC, p. 135)

The desire to be at home is the desire to be in place — heimlich — which
constitutes the very substance of settler colonial anxiety. However, ‘a life
unmediated by words’ is an illusion, for all experience is the mediated
in language. However, for the Colonial, the sense of an unmediated
world occurs when language becomes transparent, when the ironies and
catachreses of an inherited language are replaced.

Thus language is the key to place and Magda'’s excursion finally into
what appears to be madness brought on by isolation is a journey into a
language beyond the limits of the discourse which determines and
distinguishes the sane from the insane. It is her personal isolation which
engenders this:
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my words are not words such as men use to men. Alone in my room
with my duties behind me and the lamp steadily burning, I creak into
rhythms that are my own, stumble over the rocks of words that I have
never heard on another tongue. (IHC, p. 8)

This reaches right to the heart of the tension between the private
experience and the public dilemma, of subjectivity and community. For
isolation is not just a personal experience, but a state of separation from
language through which a different kind of language, a different kind of
world, may come into being. Magda is further alienated from this
language when she hears the words ‘you’ and ‘we two’ which her father
uses to seduce Hendrik’s wife. ‘How can I speak to Hendrik as before’
she asks, ‘when they corrupt my speech? How do I speak to them?’
(IHC, p. 35). This is not just the disruption of her personal relationships
caused by the predatory actions of her father, it is a disruption of the
whole experience of power and subjection which language brings with it
because it is used as an instrument of power.

The insufficiency of language becomes starkly clear when her father
is gone. In a passage which stands as a profound revelation of the place
of the inherited language, of Prospero’s tongue, and its inadequacy in
enabling her to reach some kind of real contact with Hendrik, she says,

I cannot carry on with these idiot dialogues. The language that should
pass between myself and these people was subverted by my father
and cannot be recovered. What passes between us now is a parody. I
was born into a language of hierarchy, of distance and perspective. It
was my father-tongue. I do not say it is the language my heart wants
to speak, I feel too much the pathos of its distances, but it is all we
have. (IHC, p. 97)

This is what makes the colonized Hendrik so much more dangerous
than the illusory barbarians beyond the reach of empire; Magda is locked
into a language which can only say ‘No! to Hendrik’s ‘Yes!” — the
language of the Father. This passage is an inverted response to Caliban’s
“You taught me how to speak and my only profit on’t is I know how to
curse’. Magda, the epitome of the settler colonial caught at the interface
of empire and wilderness, of language and silence, of sanity and mad-
ness, of being and not being, must invent a language out of which a new
reality can emerge.

She must invent this language because the language of her father, the
colonial language, is out of place here even when describing, or perhaps
particularly when describing her most private feelings to Klein-Anna, in
an attempt to reach authentic intersubjective contact:

Do you know what I feel like Anna? Like a great emptiness, an
emptiness filled with a great absence, an absence which is a desire to
be filled, to be fulfilled. Yet I know that nothing will fill me, because it
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is the first condition of life forever to desire, otherwise life would
cease. (IHC, p. 114)

What Magda expresses here is the paradox of desire, the emptiness of
the subject when faced with the power of language to create the world,
yet its apparent powerlessness to create an acceptable reality. The desire
to be filled is a metonym of the desire to be, and this desire can only be
granted, ultimately, by language. Yet language has no valency in this
place because it has no history.

That is what she gets from me, colonial philosophy, words with no
history behind them, homespun, when she wants stories. I can imagine
a woman who would make this child happy, filling her with tales from
a past that really happened. ... But these words of mine come from
nowhere and go nowhere, they have no past or future, they whistle
across the flats in a desolate eternal present, feeding no one. (IHC,
p. 115)

This one passage encapsulates perfectly the anxious and contested
relationship between time, space and language which must be re-
imagined by the settler colonial for it to have the power of the real. For
it is not only re-imagined in language but in the stories which language
inhabits and creates.

Significantly, once her father is gone, there is no structure of power,
of order, no structure of language in which to keep the world in place,
and so it gradually collapses; but where does a new language come from
to take its place? Once she has stepped past the limits of sanity she is
free to hear the ‘universal Spanish” which is spoken by the people in the
flying machines. Carting rocks from the veldt, she attempts to inscribe
her ‘place’ with messages to these speakers, palpable signs of her attempt
to communicate. However, Magda’s frantic attempts to communicate are
not simply the chaotic desperation of an individual entering madness,
they are a reaffirmation of that discovery she made when hearing her
father with Klein-Anna, Hendrik’s wife. ‘He believes that he and she can
choose their words and make a private language, with an I and you and
here and now of their own. But there can be no private language’ (IHC,
p. 35). So too, the language which she speaks through the rock words
inscribed on the ground can only become language when their message
is returned.

This, then, is the ‘irony’ of settler colonial ambivalence, this conscious-
ness stranded between the rational order of Prospero’s language and the
‘mythic’ history of Caliban’s stories. Its difference from postmodemn
irony, the balancing of doubleness, the equivalence of all options, lies in
the transformative direction of the counter-discourse. For, whereas
Magda’s descent into madness appears the option of despair, it is in fact
a recognition that the construction of a world within the interstices of
Prospero’s power and Caliban’s invaded space lies first in a giving of
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oneself to that space, and secondly in the construction of a language to
bring ‘place’ into being. For language ‘is the way we help give names to
the nameless so it can be thought’ (Lorde, 1993: 127), the way in which
place, and thus intersubjectivity, comes into being, the way in which we
enter the horizon of our possibility.

Coetzee’s work is so significantly contextualized by his own theoret-
ical sophistication and by the insistent debates within South Africa that
it is necessary to consider these novels in the light of statements made
by Coetzee about the relationship between fiction and history. These
statements form a part of the text of the Magistrate’s struggle with the
Empire and Magda’s struggle with a language beyond history, and are
salient for that reason, particularly since they seem at variance with what
I have been saying.

In his article on the problem of history in Coetzee’s novels, David
Attwell points out that in the South African debate about whether
realism is the obligatory mode of literature’s participation in social
change, Coetzee’s position is one which understands ‘the difficulties of
creating an epistemologically transformative fiction out of the resources
of the more pedestrian forms of realism” (Attwell, 1990: 583). This is the
basis of his defence of Alex La Guma. ‘He argues that La Guma escapes
the limitations of a mundane naturalism by the inclusion of gestures
towards a revolutionary transformation of history’ (IHC, p. 582). The fact
that the novel might intervene in history to perform a transformative
work underlies Coetzee’s rejection of naturalism, since mere recognition
‘does not necessarily lead to transformation: it simply confirms’ (Coetzee,
1985: 45). The power of the literary text to transform seems to underlie
the rivalry Coetzee sees between the novel and history. ‘In times of
intense ideological pressure like the present’, he says,

when the space in which the novel and history normally coexist like
two cows on the same pasture, each minding its own business, is
squeezed almost to nothing, the novel, it seems to me has only two
options: supplementarity or rivalry. (Attwell, 1990: 586)

Coetzee’s position is decidedly one of rivalry: ‘a novel that operates in
terms of its own procedures and issues in its own conclusions, not one
that operates in terms of the procedures of history’ (1988: 3).

Attwell provides a third alternative, that of complementarity, but I
think there is a paradoxical conflict set up in Coetzee’s position by the
uncertain and contradictory relationship between transformation and
rivalry. Although Coetzee is explicit about the fact that ‘history is not
reality; that history is a kind of discourse’ (ibid.: 4), we can discover, in
this argument, a conflict between the implicit assumption of history as a
kind of transcendental signified, that texture of political imperatives
which the novel might transform, and history as a corpus of constitutive
writings, a discourse which is rivalled by the discourse of the novel. For
if the novel might transform history, the polarizing notion of rivalry with
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it makes no sense: history is nothing less than the narratives which
weave its intricate texture. The very idea of transformation makes
fictional writing in some sense both supplementary and complementary
to history, for it involves the novel in a narrative that might be changed
in a particular way. However, it is not the supplementarity that Coetzee
rejects, which provides the reader ‘with vicarious first-hand experiences
of living in a certain historical time . . . and filling our experience with a
certain density of observation’ (Attwell, 1990: 586). It is not a comple-
mentarity which may provide a different perspective upon the same
object (transcendental "history’), but an engagement with, a resistance to,
the authority of history. How, then, is this rival narrative to perform its
transformative work? Surely by interpolating itself into that discourse
which it contests. For the rival discourse cannot reject the other, since
paradoxically it is history, the idea of history which gives the fictional
narrative its historical power, which gives it something to interpolate. This
process is one which could never be achieved by total rivalry nor by
complementarity, for it is only the discourse of history that allows
historical transformation to take place.

This does not necessarily reject Coetzee’s underlying sense of ‘rivalry’
- of the distinction between the novel and history — rather it helps to
show the process by which something that is not history can achieve
historical transitivity. In Coetzee’s, and many other novelists’ cases,
interpolation is achieved by allegory, as we have seen, and this is an
intervention, rather than ‘a different cow grazing on the same pasture’,
because history itself is ‘allegorical’. The rivalry to which Coetzee lays
claim is a stepping outside of the binarisms on which historical dis-
course, and the discourse of the realist political novel, are based. For the
object of his writing is ‘a novel that is prepared to work itself out outside
the terms of class conflict, gender conflict or any of the other oppositions
out of which history and the historical disciplines erect themselves’
(1988: 3).

What Coetzee is saying is that these are the terms of the emplotment
of history; they are the codes by which so much of the historical is
written; but they are not history, they are narrativity itself. It is into
narrativity, allegorical and transitive as it is, that the novel interpolates
itself to perform its transformative work. The debates which rage around
Coetzee’s writing stem directly from its demonstration of the complexity
of this process. However, unlike the balancing act of postmodern irony,
Coetzee’s use of allegory provides a ground for political transformation
through its capacity to re-imagine the trajectory of change and the place
of the ordinary subject within it.
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Notes

1. Hereafter abbreviated to WB.

2. The caption of an engraving of 1505 describes the native in what Hanke calls ‘fantastic’
terms:

They go naked, both men and women ... They have no personal property, but all
things are in common. They live together without a king and without a government,
and everyone is his own master. They take for wives whom they first meet, and in
all this they have no rule.... And they eat one another.... They live to be a
hundred and fifty years old, and are seldom sick. (White, 1978: 187)

This description contains no less than five references to violations of taboos regarded as
inviolable by Europeans of that age: nakedness, community of property, lawlessness,
sexual promiscuity and cannibalism (ibid.). Conflated in the passage is that ambivalence
which still informs the writing of The Tempest itself over a century later, an ambivalence
bormn of the conflict between the principles of nature and nurture. For the natives are at the
same time less than human, but participating in an ideal state of health, longevity and
community.

3. Hereafter abbreviated to IHC.
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