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Abstract

When considering the ethico-political task of postcolonial criticism Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak claims that “ethics is the experience of the impossible,” and that
“deconstruction cannot form a political program of any kind.”' Both these ideas
motivate the central question of this thesis: if ethics 1s an experience of the
impossible and deconstruction cannot form a political program, can we produce an
ethical critique that radically considers the narrative representation of violent
oppression within different postcolonial cultures and histories? This question will be

addressed via four modes of enquiry:

1) By considering the current role of deconstruction within postcolonial criticism
and asking whether deconstruction is a concept of writing that can be
incorporated into reading strategies which intend to identify an ethics within
writing;

2) by examining recent critical investigations into the idea that literary-linguistic
structures themselves have ethical characteristics, and asking whether it is
possible to identify an ethics within the structure of certain postcolonial fictions;

3) by investigating the representation of violence and physical oppression intrinsic
to these fictions, and asking how the inscription of that violence affects their
narrative structures; and,

4) by arguing that the representation of the postcolonial body 1n pain not only
affects the structures of the narratives considered, but also plays a vital role in the
radical ethics of that fiction. This last concern is initiated by Elaine Scarry’s

claim that pain itself remains utterly resistant to language.’

' See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Translator’s Preface and Afterword to Mahasweti Devi,
Imaginary Maps” reprinted in Landry and Maclean, eds., The Spivak Reader (London and New York:
Routledge, 1996), p.270, and “Practical Politics of the Open End” (interview) in Harasym, ed., The
Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues (London and New York: Routledge, 1990),
.104. .
Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford: Oxford UP,
1985), p 4.



These enquiries will be made alongside critical examinations of twelve international
postcolonial novels and their narrative structures. In doing so this thesis will ask
whether it is possible to identify a radical ethics of fiction that is common to various

postcolonial cultures, rather than a discursively informed ethics that 1s culturally or

historically specific.



Introduction: Introducing a Radical Ethics of Postcolonial

Narratives

Now such imponderables as justice and ethics can be seen as “experiences of the impossible:”
experiences of radical alterity. As such they are undeconstructible...

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999), p.426

Whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it ensures this unsharability

through its resistance to language.

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain (1985), p.4

While postcolonial fiction shares many of the narrative strategies associated with
postmodern fiction, the critical discourses associated with the two genres often seem
Incompatible, especially in terms of their political objectives. Postcolonial discourse
has a committed political interest, whereas it is generally accepted that postmodern
discourses dispute the totalising perspectives generated by such politics. On the other
hand, many texts regarded as politically committed by postcolonial critics are often
considered postmodern by critics outside the discipline, thus generating obvious
differences in opinion and debate that remain unresolved (Loomba, p.xii).

If one charts the development of this debate in postcolonial literary studies it
becomes clear that the difference in opinion often centres around the inclusion of so-
called poststructuralist discourses within postcolonial literary criticism (Slemon,
1994, pp.50-51). The critics who oppose the application of poststructuralist reading
strategies to postcolonial literature do so with the view that poststructuralism’s
rigorous questioning of the validity of concepts such as history, narrative, reality, and
even the basis of literary-linguistic structures themselves, can have little role in
examining literature which generally deals with the objectification and historical
oppression of socio-cultural groups on an international scale (Epko, p.122). Others
also argue that poststructuralism is a set of Eurocentric discourses which reinforce a
hegemonic relationship between the Western academy and those non-western
cultures 1t theorises about (Loomba, pp.247-8; Moore-Gilbert, p.161). The irony of
these points of view is not lost on the large number of postcolonial critics who in fact

view poststructuralist reading practices as the most beneficial way of approaching the



non-traditional, innovative, and often radical narrative strategies that politically
committed postcolonial fiction often seems to employ (Gandhi, p.25).

It 1s because of this difference in opinion that my own study turns to the
concept of ethics 1n recent critical theory. While it is acknowledged that the idea of
an ethics of literature has not enjoyed much critical attention during the past three

decades, it might come as a surprise to sceptics of poststructuralism that the concept

of ethics 1s central to many of the foremost ‘poststructuralist’ theorists. I use this
term with caution in relation to critics such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and
Jacques Derrida who often voice their opposition to being defined as such. In fact, it
1s the adherence of these critics to the critical concept of deconstruction that
engenders this opposition, though as we shall see deconstruction is often viewed as
being largely responsible for the apparent non-political and non-ethical engagement
of recent literary criticism. This study proceeds by claiming that though it is often
overlooked, the foremost proponents of deconstruction do indeed foreground a
concept of ethics within their own work, and that this ethics is something from which
postcolonial narrative criticism can benefit. Even so, this ethics departs radically
from the traditional understanding of the concept as a form of moral discourse,
grounded as 1t 1s within deconstruction’s view of writing as a literary-linguistic
structure that constantly undermines its own logocentric claims to truth and-
objectivity.

The thesis asks whether it is possible to formulate a postcolonial narrative
ethics that takes into account both the historical and real oppression of postcolonial
cultures and the radical ethics promoted by deconstructive theorists. As 1s implied by
this introduction’s first epigraph, this will involve examining a concept of ethics that
1s undeconstructible. Such an ethics resists objectification and possibly even eludes
conscious understanding, and yet at the same time influences and shapes the

narrative representations of historical oppression that we find in recent postcolonial
fiction. What then is the relationship between this radical ethics and the structure of
postcolonial narratives, and how does this affect our reading experience of these
fictions? I will be suggesting that such structures force the reader to respond to the
undeconstructible elements which inform them, by involving readers in a necessary

acknowledgement of a radical alterity and the real historical reasons behind its



indescribable otherness. I will attempt to identify such ethics via four modes of

enquiry:

1) By asking whether deconstruction is a concept of writing that can be incorporated
into reading strategies which intend to identify an ethics within writing;

2) by examining recent critical investigations into the idea that literary-linguistic
structures themselves have ethical characteristics, and asking whether it is
possible to identify an ethics within the structure of certain postcolonial fictions;

3) by investigating the representation of violence and physical oppression intrinsic
to the postcolonial fictions examined, and asking how the inscription of that
violence affects their narrative structures; and,

4) by arguing that the representation of the postcolonial body in pain not only
affects the structure of the narratives considered, but also plays a vital role in the
radical ethics of that fiction. This last concern is initiated by Elaine Scarry’s

claim of the second epigraph, that pain itself remains utterly resistant to

language.

The thesis’s overall argument 1s that while deconstructive accounts of writing might
be able to propose a radical and irreducible ethics within writing itself, it is only by
considering the irreducible qualities that characterise postcolonial representations of
the body 1n pain that we can relate this ethics to the historical and cultural concept of
postcoloniality.

An example of how this concept might be beneficial to postcolonial criticism
can be seen if we consider the passage below from Spivak’s recent work, 4 Critique
of Postcolonial Reason (1999). The text follows on from her explication of how the

notion of the impossible is central to Derrida’s concept of writing and how he sees us

experiencing radical alterity:

Ethics as experience of the impossible [is] therefore incalculable... Justice and law, ethics

and politics, gift and responsibility are structureless structures because the first item of each

pair 1s neither available nor unavailable....

The structureless structures described above, where an item of a pair is both available and

unavailable in an experience of the impossible, can be aesthetically figured in various ways.



In the novel Beloved (1987), Toni Morrison places the “Africa” that is the prehistory of Afro-
American or New World African — to be strictly distinguished from the named contemporary
continent — in the undeconstructible experience of the impossible. As this call of the other is

lived in the calculus of an Afro-America conscious of its rights, Beloved figures this
disclosure, in effacement, as a maternal sacrifice, “not to be passed on”... Historiality is not

changed into genealogy. (Spivak, 1999, pp.427-31)

It 1s clear that Spivak also envisages an ethics that is incalculable and yet
nevertheless affects the aesthetics of postcolonial histories and cultures. Here we get
an 1nsight into how she sees this impossible ethics affecting a postcolonial narrative.
For her Toni Morrison’s innovative representation of an “impossible” and horrific
past of which little now remains is an ethical move as it allows contemporary
African-Americans to experience an unknowable African past. This past, whilst
impossible to retrieve or recall, nevertheless plays a central role in informing
contemporary African-American culture and its vision of its “rights.” As we shall see
in chapter five, Morrison’s representation of this past isn't reduced to historical
narrative specifically because of the radical narrative structure she employs. Though

the reader of Beloved experiences a trace of that past, it ultimately remains

(194

undocumented. Here the “‘necessary but impossible’ move” (Spivak, 1999, p.424),
1dentified by Derrida as différance, occurs during the meaningfully experience of
writing and its radical alterity that is aesthetically represented in the narrative itself.
For Spivak, this ethical experience, whilst impossible to record, nevertheless has the
opportunity to influence the socio-political world we live in today. It sets up a
“structureless structure” because a political perspective evolves out of this ethics that
1s “neither available nor unavailable”; the ethics/politics binary exists and yet is
undone. Here the common 1dea that a lawful politics evolves out of an ethical or
moral proposition is complicated by the fact that this ethics makes no proposition — it
cannot be reduced to text.

This thesis develops Spivak’s perspective by first considering the role that
‘real-life’ violence plays in affecting the representation of ethics in postcolonial
fiction, and then by examining the ways in which narrative structures are affected

when they attempt to represent the indescribable effects of this violence. This

involves reformulating the 1dea of narrative structure as an entity that is made up of



both a form and a content, and that it is the unique relationship between these two
aspects of 1t that produces an expression of ineffable otherness. For Spivak the
concept of the undeconstructible in all writing is central to her ethics, out of which
she develops a concept of impossible responsibility with which to approach novels
such as Beloved. My thesis on the other hand proposes that an irreducible ethics

becomes apparent in the postcolonial narratives examined specifically because of the

innovative structural methods they use to represent the irreducible realities of violent
oppression, such as the experience of physical pain. Here narrative content is
understood to be the discourses which make up narratives, and narrative form is the
actual shape which that content takes as it 1s expressively represented to the reader.

This allows me to theorise a concept of irreducible experience during the
event of reading which occurs due to the non-discursive aspects of narrative structure
— content 1s discourse, but form on the other hand is not, since it is the entity which
in fact shapes and arranges the discursive content. This concept of narrative structure
1s closely based on Emmanuel Levinas’s view of the “Saying” and the “Said,” where
the Saying is an irreducible aspect of the structure of the discursive act. It is an
unspoken appeal to the other person which occurs prior to discourse, whereas the
Said constitutes the content and words of the actual discourse itself (Levinas, 1993,
pp.141-42). The concept of the irreducible is therefore central to this thesis. As we
shall see, within Derrida’s theory of deconstruction it is an aspect of writing central
to our ability to form ontological meaning. Yet it is also an intrinsic element of the
ethics that Levinas locates within the discursive encounter between the subject and
his or her others, and it is the defining characteristic of the physical experience of
pain as examined in the work of theorists such as Scarry who base their findings in
recent medical research. As such, the ethics I locate in postcolonial fiction defies
reduction to discourse, but it nevertheless asks that its readers respond to and become
responsible for the traces of alterity in this fiction, and the historical realities which
make possible these traces.

The four aims of the thesis I outlined above do not inform separate sections
within the study. Though the first and second are largely carried out in the first two
chapters, and the fourth in the last two chapters, the second and third aims investigate

concepts whose influence on postcolonial narrative structure will be evident

10



throughout. It is to be hoped that as the thesis progresses the concept of violent
oppression and its representation will come to be seen as an intrinsic aspect of the
narrative structures I examine, and integral to the theoretical narrative ethics that I
locate in postcolonial fiction. In the study a selection of international postcolonial
novels will be critically considered in order to regularly examine the thesis’s
theoretical proposals. I have chosen novels from different nations and cultures with
the aim of examining an ethics common to these fictions and yet not culturally or
historically specific. This goes against the common view that critiques of
postcolonial literatures should always be non-generalist, and historically and
culturally grounded, a critical approach that is undoubtedly necessary and important.’
However, this study does not ignore the idea that postcoloniality is often a nationally
and culturally specific experience; rather, it proposes that certain aspects of these
narratives — their representation of the body in pain for example — cross historical,
linguistic, and cultural divides.

The study is split onto seven chapters. The first considers some of the
arguments that have arisen in the postcolonial/poststructuralist debate introduced
above and asks why certain foremost postcolonial critics maintain that the use of
poststructuralist, or more specifically, deconstructive discourses can have ethico-
political consequences. This is one of the main points of view proposed by Derek
Attridge and Spivak, two theorists for whom Derrida’s view of deconstruction 1s
central to their perspectives on the ethico-political potential of different postcolonial
fictions. In both we see an enthusiasm to engage with the irreducible aspects of
writing and its representation of radical alterity, and to relate these features to an
ethics. This concept of the irreducible isn't specific to deconstruction though, and can
be related to theories of non-discursive experience in other forms of critique, such as
Paul Gilroy’s view of the unspeakable elements of Black Atlantic aesthetics. I
consider this relationship by turning to Beloved and examining how its innovative

representation of violently subjugated subjects introduces an irreducible element to

' See Ivison, p.2024 on the degree to which “postcolonialism privileges the localized and specific over
the general and global.” See also Childs and Williams, p.3 on the critical contentions that arise when
critics group different histories and cultures under the definition of the postcolonial. They point out
that such a use of the term necessarily elides the specifics of the “periods, processes and practices™
particular to different cultures.

11



the narrative that problematises the Foucauldian view of discursive subjectivities.
This raises the idea of the postcolonial body as a site of unspeakable and violent
experience, a perspective that benefits from Habermas’s critique of Foucault by
1llustrating some of the unresolved issues surrounding the poststructuralist view of
the discursively informed body. This critique of both theory and fiction introduces
the central issues that will concern the thesis’s investigation of an undeconstructible
narrative ethics: the non-concept of irreducibility and the ineffable in writing, the
effect of violence on postcolonial narratives, and the radical narrative structures
needed to represent the body in pain.

Can an ethics though be differentiated from a moral proposition?
Traditionally the terms ethics and morals are used interchangeably to refer to
metaphysical concepts which “attempt to formulate codes and principles of moral
behaviour” (Honderich, p.586). Chapter two argues that Salman Rushdie’s Shame
(1993) proposes an ethics in the traditional sense, whilst at the same time presenting
an ethics that cannot be reduced to discursive, moral propositions. It has been argued
In recent years by critics such as Adam Zachary Newton, Martha C. Nussbaum, and
Andrew Gibson, that it is possible to identify an ethics that occurs as a result of
narrative structure, rather than through a narrative’s moral proposals. These critics
propose that we can consider the possibility of an ethics in literature that doesn’t
involve making universal and moral assumptions, and in most cases the work of
Levinas has played a prominent role in many of their findings. They examine with
enthusiasm the i1dea of an ethics of literary form, yet there appears to be no clear

agreement on what constitutes this form. Because of this, and as I outlined above, it

might be beneficial i1f we were to consider narrative structure as an entity that is
made up of both discursive content and non-discursive form, and examine whether
such a proposal might account for narrative structure producing an irreducible
experience during the event of reading. -

Postcolonial and narratological criticism have recently been examining the
relationship between literary structure and certain aspects of lived experience,

proposing that certain ontological experiences necessarily affect their literary
representation. Examples of these include physiomental experiences, such as illness

or pain, and other acute sensations. Newton proposes something similar with his

12



view that there is a relation between our experience of narrative structure and
Levinas’s theory of the Saying and the Said. I develop this perspective and argue that
this relation foregrounds certain irreducible qualities within structure and the way it
affects narrative expression. These irreducible features encourage the reader into a
responsive relationship with narratives which foregrounds their ethical concerns, thus
raising the idea of a reader’s responsibility to the narratives s/he read. Shame 1s again
used to explore this idea by asking whether its fragmentary structure uncovers any
irreducible aspects of the narrative, and whether these indescribable features can be
related to postcolonial cultural experience.

In Newton and Gibson we see examples of critics who claim to carry out
Levinasian critiques of narratives, though in the third chapter of the thesis I argue
that their reading of Levinas produces flawed examples of ethical criticism which
continues to employ content, as opposed to structural, analysis. Morrison’s Jazz
(1992) is important as a text that uses a radical narrative structure to initiate an
ethically responsive relationship with the reader, and when considering its structure I
ask whether this ethics might influence a pragmatic political perspective. Because of
the novel’s self-conscious concern with the traces of otherness and silence within
- postcolonial narratives, 1t exemplifies how when considering traces of alterity within
narratives we should do so not from the perspective of either Derrida or Levinas, but
by considering the influence both philosophers have on each other’s theory of the
trace. Jazz is a novel that not only allows us to examine how alterity influences
narrative structure, but also how this other of ontology and metaphysics 1s arguably
theorised at its most radical in Derrida and Levinas. Nevertheless, this critique of the
novel also makes it clear that such an ethics of narrative structure and the non-
presence of alterity cannot inform a dogmatic political discourse on postcoloniality.

Chapter four is the first to deal with a series of recent postcolonial novels and
to examine the role played by radical alterity in their representations of history. In
Ben Okri’s The Famished Road (1991), Romesh Gunesekera’s The Sandglass
(1998), and Ahdaf Soueif’s The Map of Love (1998) we see an expression of
otherness that again instigates an ethical relationship with its readership, but it is
clear that this non-presence is also an effect of the novels’ attempts to répresent the

violence of postcolonial history. In these texts leitmotif features affect their structures

13



throughout, but they do so by specifically evoking concepts of irreducibility and the
ineffable. These novels also exemplify narrative structures that can be considered as
the other of a discursive relation that the reader becomes interactively responsible
for. One of the effects of this responsive discursive relation is that an element of
imaginative creativity on the part of the reader and the writer is necessary to instigate
an ethics between the reader and the narrative. This is intrinsic to successtully
expressing and experiencing the unknowable features which are non-present and yet
integral to the narrative representations of a violent past.

It is not only postcoloniality’s representations of a violent reality that inform
the radical alterity so prevalent in these narratives though. These irreducible features
can also be closely linked to the difficulty of representing the unspeakable
experience of the postcolonial body in pain. This is the main claim of the thesis’s
fifth chapter. In recent theory the body has been perceived very much as a discursive,
culturally informed entity, an idea that is borne out by its representation in Soueif’s
In the Eye of the Sun (1992). Importantly though, while much of this novel devotes
time to examining the social effects of the discourses which influence western,
middle eastern, and female bodies, when it comes to representing physical pain it
incorporates extremely radical structural strategies which are offset against a largely
traditional narrative structure. Theories as to why the representation of physical pain
might affect literary structures in this way can be found in the work of Scarry, David
B. Morris, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as well as several pain researchers. These critics
consider the now medically verified idea that physical pain 1s a completely
irreducible phenomenon, and examine the effects this has on its literary
representation. Like In the Eye of the Sun, Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things
(1997) is another novel whose narrative structure seems to be affected by its attempt
to represent certain irreducible experiences, even to the point that it incorporates a
structure that arguably defies logic itself, Central to a consideration of these
structural features is the often overlooked aspect of Levinas’s ethics which proposes
that one of the reasons that the experience of the Saying is irreducible is because of
the indescribable pain that the human body is vulnerable to during discourse
relations. Considering this claim in terms of the narrative structure of these novels

suggests that there is a strong case to be made for the idea that Levinas’s irreducible
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ethics and Derrida’s non-concept of the trace are non-discursive entities precisely
because of the role played by the human body when experiencing them.

To what extent are these claims borne out by other postcolonial narratives?
The sixth chapter turns to two of the novels of J.M. Coetzee, Foe (1986) and
Disgrace (1999). Assuming that the representation of the postcolonial body in pain is
an 1ntrinsic element of a postcolonial narrative ethics, is it possible to argue that we
read these novels as examples of textual bodies with which we initiate an ethical
relation partly because of the vulnerability of our own bodies and the physical
aspects of narratives themselves? Foe for example is a novel whose textual body and
its representation of subjugated postcolonial bodies forms a complex ethical relation
with the reader. This ethics reinforces both Derrida’s concern with the undecidability
of writing and Levinas’s concern with the body’s pre-ontological experience of
physical vulnerability and the risk of violence. In Disgrace on the other hand while
the 1ssue of the vulnerable and non-discursive body doesn’t seem to be exclusively
foregrounded in the narrative content, Coetzee’s complex narrative structure in fact
reinforces the idea that bodies of discourse are also vulnerable to suppression and
subjugation in much the same way that physical bodies are. Central to this idea is
Derrida and Levinas’s conviction that discourse and writing always retain an element
of epistemological violence which can be related to the physical violence of the
ontological world. Like the other novels considered, Disgrace has a complex
structure which incorporates;unknowable features and because of this involves the
reader In a responsive and interactive ethical relation. Thus readers finds themselves
in the position of having to responsibly respond to a text because of its self-conscious
(non-)representation of an unknowable otherness and silence.

Can 1t be argued that the irreducible aspects of physiomental experience are
intimately related to the différance that for Derrida makes the meaning in writing
both possible and impossible at the same time? Recent studies by Isobel Armstrong
and Scarry claim that the representation of the body and the way in which we always
use our own bodies, often unconsciously, to relate to aesthetic form, 1s an idea that
should be central to any radical reconsideration of the aesthetic. For both theorists
the unique relationship between the body and aesthetics presents us with a means of

investigating a text’s radical potential. Armstrong’s study in particular is partly

R
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informed by the view that poststructuralism has failed to present us with ethico-
political methods of aesthetic critique, an idea that is questioned throughout this
thesis. Yet Armstrong and Scarry nevertheless foreground the need to readdress the
role played by the body when we ethically engage with literature, and a consideration
of their findings alongside the work of body theorist Drew Leder raises the question
of whether the body’s indescribable features make possible differance itself. This
idea is examined in my readings of Zo€ Wicomb’s David’s Story (2001) and Michael
Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost (2000), two novels which consider postmodern proposals
about the status of narrative and authority, yet also demonstrate a self-conscious
awareness of the role played by irreducible physical experience in the deconstruction
of postcolonial historical narratives.

Early in the thesis I point out that the on-going disagreements over the role of
poststructuralism in postcolonial discourse is not only a feature of postcolonial
criticism, but that it is possibly its central feature. This seems to be a rather cynical
perspective from which to consider what is meant to be a politically motivated form
of criticism, but it seems to me that it is out of this paradox that the necessity for this
study takes its origin and its significance. Postcolonialism does find 1tself 1n an often
contradictory and ambiguous relation with those discourses that inform it, but that
may be to its benefit. As I hope to show, a narrative ethics that on the one hand
appeals to historical realities, and on the other to a radical alterity that escapes
conscious thought can only reinforce its necessity by taking into account the
contradictions of its own position. It is only by doing so that it can at the same time
remain convinced of the need to examine within postcolonial narratives those

unspeakable experiences that elude writing itself.
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Chapter One: Postmodernism, Postcolonialism, and Critiques of

the Irreducible

Whatever the fate of textual/literary studies in the twenty-first century, postmodernism, or
specifically post-structuralism in alliance with post-colonialism has determinedly and
successfully eroded the centrality of [British literature and] canon-based studies within
academic institutions. But as well as the positive effects of this alliance, we must also
understand the tensions and stresses, the power relations within and between the two
discourses if we are to chart the course of literary history and its relationship to world

cultures and politics this century. (Tiffin, p.xv)

Which theory: Postmodern or postcolonial?

The debate surrounding the interactions and distinctions between postcolonial and
postmodernist discourses 1s not a new one, its relevance to contemporary critical
theory having been specifically highlighted and examined in a collection of essays
for the first time ten years ago.’ The above passage, which forms part of the
introduction to that collection of essays, outlines how mainstream postcolonial
critical discourse sees itself at this juncture, as well as inadvertently foregrounding
the difficulties that still arise when attempting to analyse postcolonial criticism’s
continued relation with postmodernist, or more specifically, poststructuralist,
discourse (Williams and Chrisman, p.13). Academic literary critics are now for the
most part aware of the role critical theory has played in dismantling the previous
canonical emphasis incorporated in the teaching structures of English Studies

departments, especially during the closing decades of the last century.’ For

I

? See Adam and Tiffin, eds., Past the Last Post (1991). As its introduction makes clear, this is the first
critical text to specifically “characterise post-modernist and post-colonial discourses in relation to
each other” (p.vii). The distinction between these discourses is examined in a more conservative and
oppositional manner in the earlier and more well-known Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, eds., The
Empire Writes Back (1989). For more on the distinctions between the two texts and their insights into
the postcolonial/postmodern debate see Williams and Chrisman, pp.12-14.

> See for example Said, 1994 for recent decentred readings of central canonical texts such as those by
Conrad and Austen. Also Punter, 2000 (especially pp.4-9) on the degree to which non-British fiction
in English has affected the teaching content of English departments largely as a result of critical
theory, and Moore-Gilbert, Stanton, and Maley, pp.21-27 on the effect of influential texts such as
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academics in the field of postcolonial literary studies itself on the other hand, the
matter of fully reconciling a politicised critical perspective with the alleged
ambivalence of poststructuralist discourse still often remains unresolved. This is
evident in Said’s claim that contemporary literary theory’s concern with textuality
has meant it has ignored the fact that texts are “part of the social world, human life,
and of course the historical moments in which they are located and interpreted”
(Said, 1984, p.4), an idea that has recently been reiterated by Punter (Punter, pp.11-
13). This sentiment can also be seen in Feldman’s recent examination of Anton
Shammas’s Arabesques (1988), when she claims that her criticism “is framed by the
ongoing debate over the relation between postcolonialism and postmodernism”
(Feldman, 1999, p.374). She follows this up by classifying the debate as composed,
on the one hand, of deconstructive theorists of “cultural ambivalence,” and on the
other, proponents of postcolonial literature’s ability to reaffirm subjective agency.*
Theorizing the origins of this debate, Tiffin puts forward two “hazardous”

generalizations concerning the postmodern and postcolonial critical relation. She

claims that

post-colonialism is more overtly concerned with politics than is post-modemnism; and,
secondly, the post-modern (in conjunction with post-structuralism) has exercised and is still
exercising a cultural and intellectual hegemony in relation to the post-colonial world and

over post-colonial cultural productions. (Tiffin, p.x)

This statement forms an appropriate point of departure for a brief examination of the
debate’s current relevance to ongoing postcolonial literary criticism. Firstly, it can be
stated that the former claim generally still stands: postcolonial fiction’s political
employment of narrative strategies that might otherwise be considered postmodernist
has been commented on by a range of critics during the past fifteen years. As
Hutcheon points out, the term “‘post-modern’ could... be used... to describe art

which is paradoxically both self-reflexive (about its technique and its material) and

Said’s Orientalism (1978) in the fields of “English literature, history, comparative literature,
anthropology, sociology, area studies and political science.”

* Feldman names Bhabha as exemplary of a postmodern postcolonialism that employs a degree of
“cultural ambivalence,” and Hutcheon and Appiah of a postcolonial criticism that appeals for a
universal ethics.
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yet grounded in historical and political actuality.” Among the writers she cites as
evidence of this are Salman Rushdie, Michael Ondaatje, and Toni Morrison, writers
“who would be categorized by others as... post-colonial... 1n preference to the label
‘post-modern’” (Hutcheon, 1991, p.168).”

The claim itself is not unproblematic though: if the two critical perspectives
are so distinctly divided on political terms, how 1s it that both so often draft the same
texts into their respective canons? There 1s no doubt, for example, that the work of
writers such as Salman Rushdie, Toni1 Morrison and J.M. Coetzee 1s considered
overwhelmingly to be politically incisive from a postcolonial critical standpoint. Yet
if we turn to Marshall’s undergraduate text Teaching the Postmodern (1992), we find
that these writers make up three out of the seven “postmodern” novels 1t examines.
The terms postcolonial and politics are not listed in its index. There 1s evidence here
of the claim that “Western post-modernist readings can so overvalue the anti-
referential or deconstructive energies of postcolonial texts that they efface the
important recuperative work that is going on within them” (Slemon, 1991, p.7). This
appropriation of political literature by postmodernist discourse 1s also evident 1n its
central critical-theory texts, such as those by McHale and Jameson.® As Sangari
points out, Rushdie’s work in particular, perhaps partly due to the author’s renown, 1s
often to be found drafted into such theoretical and critical discourses. He claims that
Rushdie’s “nonmimetic, non-western modes’ provide a reference point for “a
peculiarly western, historically singular, postmodern epistemology that universalises
the self-conscious dissolution of the bourgeois subject” (Sangari, p.216), an 1dea
reinforced by Baker’s view of Rushdie’s fiction as “postmodern anti-
foundationalism” (Baker, 2000a, p.174). The difficulties such innovative hiterature
poses for proponents of a humanistic, politicised approach to postcolonialism 1s most
emphatically outlined in Ahmad’s critical take on Rushdie’s apparent literary
representation of “poststructuralist philosophical positions” (Ahmad, 1992, p.127). In

contrast, Baker defends Rushdie’s politicised incorporation of postmodern narrative

> For other critics interested in the postmodern aspects of postcolonial fiction see Slemon, 1991, p.5,
Brydon, p.199, Appiah, pp.119-124, and During, 1987.

° See for example McHale, 1992, p.31 on Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred of Years of Solitude
(1967), and Jameson, 1991, pp.28-9 on Bob Perelman’s “China” (1988) (“in some curious and secret
way a political poem™), and Jameson, 1986 & 1987 on political “third world” literature.
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strategies against Ahmad’s claim that the use of such strategies undoes the political
potential of his fiction (Baker, 2000b, pp.43-6 & 2000a, pp.164-9).” These divisions
were the critical differences that Tiffin and Adams set out to defuse, and yet their
point about the hegemonic categorizing of literary texts within critical discourses

seems as prevalent now as ever.

This brings us to Tiffin’s latter claim, and the fact that unlike the former, this
one seems outdated. The idea that poststructuralist discourse (as an aspect of wider
postmodern thought)® maintains an intellectual iegemony over postcolonial cultural
production seems flawed because poststructuralist thought 1s now widely accepted as
a central, if not the main, theoretical procedure of postcolonial critical practice, rather
than a “hegemonic” discipline to be reckoned with. In her historical breakdown of
the development of postcolonial theory, Gandhi claims that 1t is only through 1ts
relationship with “poststructuralism and postmodemnism” and their decentralising
concerns that postcolonialism gains its critical mode and impetus, and in doing so
reinforces its significance to English Studies departments (Gandhi, p.25). The
relevance of this claim can be seen in comments made by other critics, when they
note that Edward W. Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Homi K. Bhabha are the

three most prominent and influential practitioners of postcolonial literary theory

" Baker 2000b is specifically referring to “The Politics of Literary Postcoloniality” by Ahmad, 1996,
p.276, and Baker 2000a to Ahmad 1992. For other views on the political veracity of Rushdie’s fiction
and its use of postmodern strategies of self-reflexiveness and fragmentation see During, 1987, p.460,
Srivastava, p.76, and Slemon, 1991, pp.7-8.

8 See Spivak, 1999, p.312 on the often made — and often inaccurate — conflation of poststructuralism
with postmodernist discourses. She rightly points out that postmodernism refers to the set of
discourses that theorise ontological experience in the wake of the high modernist period, important
examples of which include Jameson’s essay “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism” (1984), and Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition (1979). Poststructuralism on the other
hand refers to the critical discourses which have arisen in the wake of structuralism, and refute in
particular the idea that signs have a set significance within different cultures and are organised around
a structural centre. Thus Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge undermines the validity of
transcendental knowledges and the uniform subject, and deconstruction challenges the idea that
meaning evolves out the opposition of cultural signs. It should be noted though that Derrida is
insistent that deconstruction isn’t a poststructuralist phenomenon, though in literary criticism 1t 1s
often defined as such, and that as we will see deconstruction isn’t actually a form of discourse — it is
an effect of writing. He warns us that “deconstruction is not... a specialized set of discursive practices,
even less the rules of a new hermeneutic method, working on the texts or utterances in the shelter of a
given and stable institution” (quoted in Bernstein, pp.86-7). Throughout the thesis I will try and
emphasise the specific role played by deconstruction in terms of postcolonial criticism and how 1t 1s
differs from poststructuralist discourses. For a straight-forward example of how the work of Foucauit,

Lyotard, and Derrida can be “loosely dubbed” poststructuralist within theoretical debates see Spivak,
1984, pp.18-19.
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(Young, p.7 & Moore-Gilbert, Stanton, and Maley, pp.21-38). Of these three, the
latter two are conscious and purposeful employers of poststructuralist theory, in
particular engaging with the central tenets of Derridean deconstruction. Said’s work
owes much to his appropriation of Foucauldian discourse theory.?

For critics such as Ahmad and Punter, the adoption of poststructuralist
criticism by Western-based postcoionial critics 1s indeed evidence of hegemonic
practices,'® and yet for the most part it is generally accepted that Spivak and Bhabha
are politically engaged academics who have — almost single-handedly to some minds
— shaped the present condition of postcolonial literary criticism. Such has been their
influence 1n fact, that even critics of deconstruction acknowledge its pragmatic use at
the hands of these two. Most interesting of these is probably Said himself, who
whilst taking issue with the political pragmatics of academic poststructuralist
discourse, still finds time to praise the insights of the aforementioned."!

Even so, this apparent reliance of postcolonialism on poststructuralist
discourse continues to pose problems within the field of critical theory. A well-
known, if notorious, example of this recently occurred when Eagleton reviewed
Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999). As the title of the text might
suggest, Spivak’s publication was looked forward to by many readers as a definitive
corpus on the postcolonial critical discourse that had developed over the past 15-20
years. What they were provided with was, in part, a specifically deconstructive
reading of four central western philosophers and certain English canonical texts with
the intention of tracing “a subliminal and discontinuous emergence of the ‘native

informant’: autochthone and/or subaltern” in traditional western cultural production

(Spivak, 1999, p.xi). As such it proposes a vision of justice, ethics, and politics that is

? See for example Spivak, 1999, p.423 on what she calls the need for a “setting to work of
deconstruction,” and 1980, p.101 on its ethico-political potential. See Bhabha, pp.66-84, on how
deconstruction allows us to undermine the absolute objectification of colonial otherness. Said’s debt to
the Foucauldian notion of discourse in Orientalism has been commented on by Gandhi, p.25, and
Ahmad, 1992, p.3. This is not to say that these three are solely influenced by poststructuralist
discourse. Spivak is traditionally Marxist, and Bhabha derives much of his work from Lacanian
psychoanalysis.

' See Ahmad, 1992, p.68 on Bhabha’s poststructuralism, and Punter, pp.9-10.

'! See Said, 1984, p.3 & pp.159-60 on what he sees as the political disadvantages of literary
criticism’s current enthusiasm for poststructuralism. Yet elsewhere he refers to the “extraordinary
subtlety” of Bhabha’s theorisation of postcolonial hybridity (Said, 1994, p.431, n.39). See also
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of universalising assumptions yet is concerned with uncovering the marginalized, the
silenced, and the oppressed in western culture. As noted in this study’s introduction,

she tells us that,

[j]ustice and law, ethics and politics, gift and responsibility are structureless structures
because the first item of each pair is neither available nor unavailable. It is in view of justice
and ethics as undeconstructible, as experiences of the impossible, that legal and political

decisions must be made, empirically scrupulous but philosophically errant. (Spivak, 1999,
p.427)

Eagleton’s response on the other hand (amongst his other criticisms, one being an

attack on Spivak’s allegedly inaccessible theoretical language) was to claim that her
book’s

flamboyant theoretical avant-gardism conceals a rather modest political agenda. Where it
ventures political proposals at all, which is rare enough, they hardly have the revolutionary
élan of its scandalous speculations on desire or the death of Man or the end of History... [It
suggests that] [t]he current system of power can be ceaselessly 'interrupted’, deferred or
'pushed away', but to try to get beyond it altogether is the most credulous form of
utopianism... this book assumes (rather than openly argues) the dogmatic Post-Modern case
that almost all universalism is reactionary, almost all transgression or disruption positive, and

almost all attempts at precise calculation a form of dominative reason... (Eagleton, 1999,
p.6)

I am not citing this passage here in an attempt to validate or reject Eagleton’s views,
but rather as an example of the continued disagreement over the political potential of
postcolonial discourse. For example, it shares similarities with San Juan’s view that
Spivak’s “grammatological” reading of the “otherness and difference” of Gramsct’s
subaltern foregoes his revolutionary view of its status (San Juan, p.85-6). As we shall
go on to see though, while Spivak might be accused of failing to propose a radical
political perspective on the part of postcolonial criticism, her application of
deconstructive reading practices should not be so quickly dismissed as politically

ambivalent simply because they refrain from employing generalist ethical and

Kennedy, pp.111-37 on the similarities and divergences between Said’s work and that of Bhabha and
Spivak.
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political agendas — such generalising, universal claims are the very discursive
structures that she seeks to undermine in the name of the ethical.

Even so, Eagleton’s attack on ‘postcolonial deconstruction’ is not unique.
Parry created a similar upheaval with her claim that Spivak and Bhabha’s

poststructuralist critiques are,

marked by the exorbitation of discourse and a related incuriosity about the enabling
socioeconomic and political institutions and other forms of political praxis... their project is
concerned to place incendiary devices within the dominant structures of representation and

not to confront those with another knowledge. (Parry, 1987, p.43)

Parry’s difficulty with such criticism is that while it envisages the complete

subversion of the coloniser/colonised opposition and its associated discourses of
domination, it disables the validity of anti-colonial discourses. And while Spivak is
right to remind us that the discourses and narratives of liberation also deconstruct
themselves, they have and do nevertheless play central roles in the emancipation of
oppressed socio-political groups (Smyth, p.48).

An even more scathing take on the constant poststructuralist deferral of
structures of representation and its refusal to provide a socio-political counter-
discourse 1s vented in Easthope’s reading of Bhabha’s theory of postcolonial
hybridity. He argues that Bhabha’s hybridity can be read as an appropriation of
Derridean differance that undermines the Cartesian secular man with the postcolonial
hybrid individual. In other words, if Derrida undermines the idea of transcendental
presence with the non-concept of difféerance which makes the idea of presence and
meaning possible — an idea I will be considering in detail later — then Bhabha
undermines the culturally dominant Eurocentric subject by pointing to the different
and constantly deterred hybrid individual which the dominant culture necessarily
presupposes (Easthope, pp.342-3). Easthope argues that this effectively undermines
any unifying element or collective principle within hybridity, and ignores certain
universal discursive aspects that for him have shaped postcolonial counter-cultures
throughout modernity — “the protracted battle for the franchise, forms of elected
government and parliamentary politics, the whole struggle since 1789 for the rights

of man and woman — a struggle which had incalculable importance in the process of
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decolonization from Gandhi to Mandela” (pp.345-6). He claims that it is exceedingly
difficult to relate a theory of “the disturbing distance in-between” the
col'oniser/colonised, self/other relation to a coherent political project.-He argues that
were individuals to occupy this space and “understand the anxiety provoked by
[hybridity], activated in the anguish associated with vacillating boundaries — psychic,
cultural, territorial” (Bhabha, p.59), they would experience something close to “the
state of psychosis [of] the sad old man muttering to himself... [who] has fallen into
the gaps coherent identity would conceal — he indeed inhabits an ‘interstitial passage
between fixed identifications’” (Easthope, p.345). While much of the literature
considered in this thesis would seem to suggest that such views perhaps too easily
turn a blind eye to the fact that the narratives of unilateral civil rights and democracy
are no more realities in many decolonised states than they were during colonialism, it
needs noting that these misgivings about the political potential of deconstructive
postcolonial critique are far from uncommon.

Wicomb demonstrates this by commenting on the conservative exploitation
of these allegedly subversive hybrid categories. In language notably reminiscent of
both Bhabha and Easthope, she asks “[h]ow... do people who live in communities
Inhabit, spookily and precariously, a rim of inbetween reality?” (Wicomb, 1998,
p.101). Her reply, “[s]ymbolically of course,” allows her to exemplify the political
dangers that critics should associate with ambivalent theories of identity.
Commenting on democratic elections in South Africa, she points out that “it is
precisely the celebration of inbetweenness that serves conservatism, as in the use of
the word brown, introduced into the unwieldy title ‘Coloured Liberation Movement
for the Advancement of Brown People,’” before deconstructing and undermining the
discriminatory trace and the self-serving effects of the use of terms such as
“advancement” and “brown” by the South African National Party slogans (pp.102-3).
This is an example of the difficulties many critics have combining theories of
hybridity, ambivalence, or in-betweenness with the real ethico-political
consequences of postcoloniality.

An interesting perspective on such arguments is provided by Gandhi in a text
which also aims at providing a corpus of postcolonial critical thought. She provides

an up-to-date, informative introduction to postcolonial theory, early in which she

24



acknowledges the sometimes heated debate over the opposed humanist and
poststructuralist approaches within postcolonial criticism, and the fact that the debate
between humanists and “poststructuralist anti-humanists remains unresolved on the
subject of ethics and politics” (p.27)." In the final chapter of her study, she concludes
that

it could be said that postcolonialism is caught between the politics of structure and totality on
the one hand, and the politics of fragment on the other. This is one way of suggesting that
postcolonial theory is situated somewhere in the interstices between Marxism and

postmodernism/poststructuralism. (p.167)

In effect, 1t would seem that Gandht’s initial insights ironically become the main
concluding premise of her text itself, if not the central feature of postcolonial
criticism as well. As such, her postcolonialism negotiates the space between what
Parry calls Spivak and Bhabha’s incuriosity about enabling, political praxis, and
Appiah’s call for a non-generalist, post-modern humanism. Bearing this in mind, I
wish to turn to an examination of some of difficulties that arise when critics employ
poststructuralism from a politically motivated perspective, and in-doing so ask if
there are other critical perspectives that might enhance the ethico-political potential

of postcolonialism’s current, poststructuralist, perspective.

Postcoloniality and deconstruction: Contradictory terms or ethical

imperatives?

Numerous critics have pointed out the complex and allegedly contradictory position
in which poststructuralist, and more particularly deconstructive, criticism finds 1tself
in relation to the various political perspectives that its users often espouse. During,
who sees poststructuralism as a discourse within the wider field of postmodern
thought, highlights this by pointing out the inherent contradiction that postmodern

literary criticism holds for postcolonialism. Postmodernism, he claims, “refuses to

'> Gandhi is speaking here of what she calls Marxist humanism, though she acknowledges that
humanism is a discursive category applicable across various fields (such as science and
existentialism). She claims though that these various discourses are “unified in their belief that
underlying the diversity of human experience it is possible... to discern a universal and given human
nature, and... to find it revealed in the common language of rationality” (p.27).
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turn the Other into the Same,” and it does so by rejecting the 1dea of an autonomous
agent. By opposing traditional objectification in this way, it idealistically creates a
theoretical ‘space’ in which the Other might inscribe itself. And yet he also reiterates
the point famously made by Spivak: the “Other can never speak for itself as the
Other.”" Thus, though some might argue that postmodern discourse foregrounds the
1ssue of the marginalised Other, for During the postmodern condition has been

theorized in poststructuralist terms that “intentionally wipe out post-colonial
identity”’ (During, 1987, p.449). If it is the aim of postcolonialism to represent the
historical, non-Western individual as an autonomous subject, and not an object, it is
difficult to see how poststructuralism in this case might achieve this.

It is with a greater vehemence that Christian approaches poststructuralism’s
use of language and its enthusiasm to theorize minority literature. Its critical concern
with categories such as discourse, the centre, the text, and the periphery, is for her
evidence of a still prevalent dualism which undermines non-Western political
literature by claiming that “reality does not exist, that everything is relative, and that
every text is silent about something” (Christian, pp.40-2). She does not reject the last
of these claims though. Her aim in mentioning it is to show that such insights are not
actually poststructuralist, though its protagonists might claim otherwise. According
to Christian they are part and parcel of the historical experience and knowledge of
minority communities. As well as this, she points out that the development of
poststructuralism’s insights into the structure of textuality is primarily based upon the
reading of traditional Western male texts, and proffered as “theories of reading
proliferate” (p.43). In her view, such reading practices cannot adequately address or
critique literatures from communities whose forms of knowledge differ from those in
the West, and whose literature has traditionally been discredited.

If we consider that nowadays the most influential postcolonial theorists are
poststructuralists, perspectives such as Christian’s and During’s go some way to
explaining why the following claim by Keenan is still true: “[t]hat deconstruction

could contribute something to the question of justice, possible or impossible, 1s taken

13 During, 1987, p.449. He is referring to Spivak’s famous claim that the subaltern cannot speak, an
idea which will be considered later in this chapter. See Spivak, 1985, and for a more recent explication
of this perspective 1993a, p.291.
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as either self-evident or met with outrage these days,” and that this opposition is still
inadequately resolved 25 years after the publication of Of Grammatology (Keenan,
p.263). As such, postcolonial deconstruction finds itself in an interesting position. On
the one hand we have influential academics who deny its pragmatic purpose, and on
the other critics such as Spivak and Bhabha who have used it with political aims, and
yet still receive criticism. My thesis proceeds from this point by suggesting that these
differing perspectives might be reconciled by examining the main issue of contention
they raise. What I want to ask then is whether it is possible to develop an ethical
critique of postcolonial narratives with practical implications.

Attridge’s work on what he calls the ethico-political possibility of literary
criticism provides a valuable insight into the paradoxical position of postcolonial
deconstruction. Attridge is a proponent of Derridean teaching, and is insistent that
“deconstruction is not a technique or method... hence there is no question of
‘applying’ it,” a perspective often reiterated by Spivak (Attridge, 1992, pp.109-10;
Spivak, 1990, pp.133-5). Accordingly, the attributes of deconstruction do not
develop by applying certain types of critique to certain literary texts: deconstruction
— or the ability of literature to undermine the logocentric ground of traditional
philosophy by highlighting its linguistic premise — arises within the literary-linguistic
structure of texts themselves.

To examine this 1t 1s worthwhile reminding ourselves of what Derrida himself
meant by logocentricity and the need for it to be questioned. He conceives of

logocentrism as

the metaphysics of phonetic writing (for example the alphabet) which was fundamentally...

nothing but the most original and powerful ethnocentrism, in the process of imposing itself

upon the world, controlling in one and the same order:

1. the concept of writing... where the phoneticization of writing must dissimulate its own
history as it is produced;

2. the history of (the only) metaphysics, which has... always assigned the origin of truth in
general to the logos: the history of truth, the truth of truth, has always been... the

debasement of writing, and its repression outside “full” speech.
3. the concept of science or the scientificity of science — what has always been determined

as logic — a concept that has always been a philosophical concept, even if the practice of
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science has constantly challenged its imperialism of the logos, by invoking, for example,

from the beginning and ever increasingly, nonphonetic writing, (Derrida, 1976, pp.3-4)

Or to put 1t otherwise:

For Derrida, what defines logocentric philosophy is the attempt to conceive reason — the
logos — as essentially independent from linguistic embodiment, thought as essentially
separate from linguistic mediation. Logocentric philosophy, according to Derrida, concetves

reason as complete and perfect mastery over whatever it reasons about. (Lawlor, p.4)

From this perspective, logocentric philosophy conceives of the /ogos as an unfettered

set of truths that can be used reasonably and objectively, as a method of
epistemologically interpreting and understanding ontological experience. It is a
method of producing subjective knowledge that is based in objective truth. What it
does not conceive reason as is a narrative or a set of narratives that 1s constructed
around a set of Western values. Reason’s claim that it is not a narrative, and its

assumption that its ideals can be recreated and propagated within literary-linguistic

structures such as speech and literature is the opportunity that allows us to challenge
it (see Spivak, 1984, pp.18-20). As we shall see in more detail later, the differences
in the meanings upon which literary-linguistic structures base their reference to

transcendental presence undermines the possibility of the absolute truths they are

used to represent. Derrida claims that it 1s impossible

that a sign, the unity of a signifier and a signified, be produced within the plenitude of a
present and an absolute presence... Before thinking to reduce it or to restore the meaning of

the full speech which claims to be truth, one must ask the question of meaning and of its
origin in difference. (1976, p.69-70)

What I want to emphasise at this point is the idea that the origin of meaning in
difference (or more specifically in différance, the role of which we will look at more
closely later) occurs within language itself, and not within the critiques we apply to
it. This questioning, or deconstructing, of narratives by the very structures of which
they are made allows Attridge to argue that the “ethical and the political are not

avoided by deconstruction, but implicated at every step” (Attridge, 19935, p.110).
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Therefore, when we critically consider deconstruction in literature, we do not
do so by applying ‘deconstruction’ to the text. We do so by asking how a certain text
deconstructs itself." For example, how it figures the other within its narrative and yet
claims not to do so, or how it fails to acknowledge the ways in which 1t silences other
voices and experiences by providing its own narrative as the narrative. Encountering
deconstruction means considering how a text makes claims to universal truth, and yet
how its own use of language undermines that possibility. As Attridge points out,
these “encounters” with deconstruction also allow us the opportunity to respond to

such figurations and silences. He explains:

We might get a better sense of the status of these encounters if we hold on to Derrida’s word
events, events of responding as responsibly as possible to the event of the text, answerable to
the uniqueness of the text and thus producing their own uniqueness... The responsibility
involved in such an event of response is a responsibility to the other... and at the same time a
responsibility to the future, since it involves the struggle to create openings within which the

other can appear beyond the scope of any programs and predictions, can come to transform
what we think or think we know. (Attridge, 1995, p.118)

Thus by reinforcing their own inherent undecidability, literary texts unsettle
traditional philosophical categories and dominant discourses, leaving the way open
for other readings to evolve. Importantly, this interaction with literature remains
distinct from the moralistic questioning applied to literature by humanistic criticism,
thereby remaining devoid of the logocentric tendencies of such discourses. Here the
text’s own literariness — its own staging and unsettling of structural relations — asks
us to examine how “this reading of this text at this time... [exemplifies] the
differences between readings, styles of reading, historical periods, cultural sites, and
so on” (p.116).

Deconstruction has an ethico-political principle then because it allows us to
ask questions of the narratives, cultures, and voices we encounter in literature. We
can consider the veracity of those voices and the voices that they necessarily silence,

as well as the cultures that are rendered invisible during the cultural staging of a text.

' Derrida also claims that we cannot approach deconstruction as a “Jiterary method” or a “method of
reading” (Derrida and Kearney, p.124).

29



Bernstein backs this 1dea up by noting that an “ethical-political horizon” is always
implicated in Derrida since his work is always involved in a critique of
“metaphysics, logocentricism, phonocentrism, phallogocentrism, and ethnocentrism”
(p.187). Though in the quoted passages Attridge doesn’t examine whether these
ethico-political readings have political implications for societies, he does
demonstrate how deconstructive ways of thinking can unlock the ethico-political
potential of literary criticism.” He claims that any critical interaction with a literary

text that acknowledges its undecidability and creativity also acknowledges

the singularity of the other, of the text, but also necessarily betrays it, does violence to it
(otherwise it could not be singular, but merely an algorithmic reaction); and we touch here on

the difficult, and essential, question of the violence at the heart of the ethical relation. (p.119)

It 1s at this point for me though that Attridge’s discussion becomes less convincing.
Though he notes that the question of violence is central to Derrida’s work, he fails to
describe why we need to consider the “difficult, and essential” question of violence
within writing, and why he feels it is ““at the heart of the ethical relation.” While he
notes in a footnote that Derrida raises this issue of violence in other essays, though
not 1n relation to literature, it is possible to relate this reference to violence with
Derrida’s discussion of ethics in Of Grammatology. There Derrida claims “that there
is no ethics without... absence, dissimulation, detour, différance, writing. The arche-
writing is the origin of morality as of immorality. The nonethical opening of ethics.
A violent opening” (1976, pp.139-40). As Siebers notes, “[e]thics emerges as a
defense against the violence of human relations, but Derrida understands that the
primary oppositions that it establishes to bring about order are also a form of
violence” (Siebers, p.95).

The result of Attridge’s allusion to the ethical context of violence is that it
seems to reaffirm the liberal humanist notion of violence as unethical itself, since he

never attempts to explain why violence has an ethical context. If deconstructive

'’ Bernstein, sympathetic to the ethical-political potential of Derrida’s work does accept though that
“despite Derrida’s own insistence and attempts to demonstrate the relevance of deconstructive
questioning to the critique of political and social institutions (such as the modern university), the
gestures in this direction have, thus far, been rather feeble” (p.188). This would seem to bear out
Attridge’s reluctance to situate deconstruction in an identifiable and socio-political context.
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approaches to texts are meant to undermine such beliefs and claims, why should the
traditional notion of violence not also undergo such a questioning? Is what Siebers
calls the “violence of human relations” understood as a universally unethical
category? And what exactly is the violence of writing that deconstruction unmasks?
Is the ‘violent’ “absence, dissimulation, detour, différance” in writing comparable
with acts of physical violence to which we are all vulnerable in the socio-political
sphere outside literature? For example, though Derrida notes that writing always has
an intersubjective violent aspect (1976, pp.127-8), and he elsewhere calls the use of
critical conceptual frameworks the “first violence of all commentary” (1978a, p.312,
fn.7), can we make moral judgements about such violence in the way we might about
physical violence? I ask this not to imply that Attridge is wrong to consider the ethics
of violence in literature, but that there seems to be some unclarified similarities
between his use of the term and its unethical interpretation within traditional liberal
humanist discourse. Thus though Attridge does not offer a humanist interpretation as
such, he fails to explain his own use of the term and what it means ethically to allude
to “violence” in texts and in the worlds they represent, something that he does
successfully throughout to other traditional philosophical and moralistic notions. If
we turn to Armstrong for instance, we see a critic intent on engaging and ethically
judging the violence that she, through Levinas, claims is inherent in discourse and
thus constantly affects the self/other relation,'® even during reading (Armstrong,
pp.93-4). For her though, the ethical import of the notion of violence is related to
persecution in intersubjective relations, a perspective that she admits carries some
humanist undertones. Though a stringent deconstructive critic, Attridge seems to
forego critiquing the prevalence of such notions in his own use of the term."” In
chapter four I will suggest that the question of violence in postcolonial fictions 1s

ethically important specifically because of its relation to the violent world of its

'® In Levinas’s own work he often distinguishes between “I’autrui” (the personal Other i.e. “you”)
with “I’autre” (others in general). The translations from the French of Levinas’s major works have
attempted to maintain this distinction by utilising the “Other” and “other” respectively (see Lingis,
translator’s note in Levinas, 1969, p.24, n.). I have maintained this distinction when quoting
translations of Levinas, but have also used the capitalised “Other” to apply to specific definitions of
others, such as the Other of Western man, or the Other of imperialism, and the non-capitalised “other”
to apply to the general others of the everyday self/other relation.

' 1t should be pointed out that Attridge nowhere states that violence is unequivocally unethical.
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readers, though the effects of this violence on narratives should not be understood in

simple liberal humanist terms.

Spivak: Can criticism include the ethico-political?

I want to continue this consideration of the ethico-political potential of
deconstruction by turning to the work of its most fervent postcolonial supporter:
Gayatr1 Chakravorty Spivak. Spivak occupies a curious position within postcolonial
discourse because whilst being heavily involved in fieldwork within oppressed
Bangladeshi communities,'® her own theoretical work is amongst the most
inaccessible to the subject of her ethico-political critiques, the subaltern. This is a
point that has been made most vehemently by Eagleton, but by others also.” In
characteristic self-reflexiveness though, it is a point that Spivak willingly
acknowledges, not just of herself, but also of those who have shaped Western critical
theory, such as Foucault and Derrida.” In her view, there is a distinction to be drawn
between critical philosophical discourse, that which theorizes ‘real-life,” and
dogmatic philosophy, that which attempts to turn theoretical principles into practical
use. She claims that this distinction is a “necessary crisis between theory and
practice” made evident by deconstruction (Spivak, 1992, p.145).

Spivak’s critical intention then is not to reject outright the possibility of
positive socio-political action in the real-world, but to allow deconstruction to
unmask the contradictions upon which allegedly practical philosophies — that of
liberal-humanism for example — lie. Like Attridge, deconstruction for her provides
the possibility of undermining discourses that make claims to universality, objective
truth, and the autonomy of the subject. It does not, as she makes clear, provide the
possibility of a political program in itself, but is rather a “political safeguard™ against

the claims of logocentric discourse (1987, p.104).

' For more on Spivak’s work with the Alternative Development Policy Research group see Spivak,
1997.

*” See Mishra, p.414. Spivak has also stated since that her most controversial essay, “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” is “too complicated” (Spivak, 1993a, pp.287-8).

*® See in particular her conclusion to “More on Power/Knowledge,” an essay that investigates the
‘onto-phenomenological ethical potential’ of reading Foucault’s theory of the pouvoir/savoir structure
from a Derridean perspective, when she points out that the ethico-political claims of academics such
as Foucault and Derrida need to be made, but they “will never be seriously tested either in large-scale
decision-making or among the disenfranchised” (Spivak, 1992, p.166).
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One of her aims then is to outline how deconstruction might offer a way of
considering the postcolonial condition from an ethical perspective. In her view the
oppression of this condition is most apparent in the absolute silence of the female
subaltern subject. The formulation of an ethics for the subaltern means several
things. Firstly, such an ethics should strive to make the subaltern heard, and in doing
so eradicate the condition of subalternity itself. As she has reiterated in response to
criticism of her claim that the subaltern cannot speak, once the subaltern makes
herself heard — by the privileged sectors of the ‘First’ or ‘Third’ world — she is no
longer a subaltern. To eradicate the condition of the subaltern ethically is therefore to
universally hear such individuals speak (Spivak, 1994, pp.289-92). The main point
we must take from this is that to ethically engage with or work on behalf of the
oppressed is not to speak for them (Loomba, p.241). To do so would merely serve to
re-objectify such individuals, and thereby reinforce their silence. For Spivak ethical
relations evolve out of what she calls reciprocal one-to-one “deconstructive
embraces” where the subject experiences an ethics that it “cannot comprehend™
(1993b, p.190), and yet would be “something relating to the need for a civil code for
men and women, not personal codes that keep women minors” (p.188). This 1s an
ethics then that would evolve in an embrace that refuses to objectify others (in this
example ‘women’), and acknowledges the construction of the self “as writing”
(p.190).

Secondly, as already pointed out, Spivak maintains that “ethics 1s the
experience of the impossible” (1995, p.270). Such a claim is exemplary of why
Spivak and her use of deconstruction attract criticism for being politically:
ambivalent, and is typical of how dogmatic theories are problematised by
poststructuralist discourses. Yet as Spivak makes clear, her claim is not the same as
stating that “ethics is impossible.” Rather it is an acknowledgement that if we
consider ethics as the attempt to singularly and responsibly interact with the
subaltern, then the intended goal of that ethics — the interaction with every subaltern
so that they may be allowed to speak and be heard and thereby cast off their
subaltern status — is an experience of impossible proportions. This isn’t a prescription

for political ambivalence then, but a realisation of the need for “collective political
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struggle” and the impossible ethical engagement that, as we shall see, must, in a
Derridean sense, supplement that struggle.
On the one hand this seems an understandable perspective. It becomes more

difficult perhaps i1f we turn our attention to what Derrida’s means by the

“supplement:”

If [the supplement] represents and makes an image, it is by the anterior default of a
presence... an adjunct, a subaltern instance which takes-(the)-place [tient-lieu]. As substitute,
it is not simply added to the positivity of a presence, it produces no relief] its place 1s

assigned in the structure by the mark of an emptiness. (1976, p.145)

What the supplement does then, like différance, is make meaning possible by
producing a (false) impression of the “presence” of the signified meaning in literary
structures. It makes “the opposition of presence and meaning possible” (Derrida,
1976, p.143), and yet “it is neither presence nor absence” (p.154). It 1s something
unknowable then, an impossibility and an irreducible aspect of signifying which
makes meaningful representation possible by supplementing that meaning. This
admittedly difficult idea is also what Spivak is referring to when she claims that
ethics is the experience of the impossible. It is an impossibility which supplements
and makes meaningful notions such as ‘justice’ and ‘ethics’ possible, and at the same
time provokes an awareness of the impossibility of a universal ethics “in the one-to-
one way for each human being” (Spivak, 1995, p.270). It is therefore the
impossibility of an ethics that nevertheless makes it possible to strive for that ethics
in the first place, makes possible “a collective struggle supplemented by the
impossibility of full ethical engagement” (p.270).

Ironically then, as with Attridge, Spivak’s ability to ‘read’ how humanist
morality deconstructs itself — it is to all intents and purposes impossible in a
universal sense — in fact reinforces her insistence that we attempt to ethically and
critically engage with oppression on a universal level. It is a rejection of the rhetoric
of rationalism and its morality, and the persistent attempt “to critique those dogmas
for the few (in the name of the many) that we cannot not want to inhabit” (1992,
p.161, my italics). The italicised phrase is one that Spivak often uses when

considering the possibility of ethics, and it emphasises the impossibility of its
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necessity to dedicated political activists. Its intended effect is this: one should be
critical of universal moral propositions, but the ethically committed cannot help
seeking for ethico-political solutions to universal oppression. A universal ethics then
is a worthy cause, but we need to be critical about how we should attempt it. We
need to realise its impossible proportions, since it envisages a one-to-one relation
with all oppressed individuals, and refrain from applying general claims about justice
and truth to distinct oppressed individuals and groups. The hegemonic relations faced
by disenfranchised minority communities in Bradford, for example, differ vastly with
those faced by the impoverished in Bangladesh.

To some the argument mapped above might seem less reliant on
deconstruction’s ethical potential, and more on the basis of open-minded common-
sense. For example, those of us who read history know that agents of imperialism
who have acted 1n the name of reason throughout modernity have done little to
provide the possibility of justice on a universal scale. Yet, those of us who reject
modern reason’s claims about the possibility of universal justice because of this do
not necessarily stop believing in a possible justice because of the proportions of the
task. Taylor for example argues that it is pointless to examine things ethically from
the perspective that meanings are endlessly deferred, or predicated on the impossible,
since we need to agree on what we mean by a possible ethics in the first place
(Taylor, p.72). Yet Spivak is right to point out that by supplementing the idea of
collective struggle with impossibility we remain aware of the importance and size of
the task fieldworkers such as herself are involved in, as well as rationalism’s
previous ethical failures.?! In later chapters we will see just how important this idea
of the impossible is to the construction of textual meaning. For now 1t is enough to
realise that the notion of the impossible supplements and make possible those
“notions of political activism... deeply rooted in the bourgeois revolution from
whose inheritance Derrida and Foucault, descendants of 1789, have taken distance”
(Spivak, 1992, p.160). Deconstruction uncovers the fact that political possibilities are

predicated due to differance on notions of impossibility. Spivak wants us to realise

?! See Critchley, 1992, pp.189-200 for example on the idea that deconstruction might very well

provide the beginnings of political critique, but that ultimately it fails to produce decisions concerning
the ethico-political. This 1dea will be explored again over the next two chapters.
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that it is only by acknowledging this impossibility that we refrain from subsuming
ourselves in gbjectifying narratives of idealistic political emancipation. As she points
out elsewhere, any mobilising discourse on global social change must be
supplemented by the responsible awareness of impossibility that arises when
discoursing with others in a one-to-one relationship (Spivak, 1999, pp.382-5).

Awareness of this impossibility also makes us necessarily question our own
positions as privileged, western individuals involved in a dissociated, critical
discourse. This “historical critique” of one’s own subjectivity is for Spivak central to
the western critic’s ability to engage ethically, or in one-to-one terms with the other
(Spivak, 1986a, p.62). For example, she refers to her own “impossible”
“neocolonialist anticolonialist” stance as a professional 1n the west who 1s from a
formerly colonised country. She claims that to be within a “structure that one
critiques yet inhabits intimately 1s the deconstructive position, which has its
historical case in postcoloniality” (1990, p.16). To this end deconstruction does
operate as the political safeguard that we saw her refer to earlier. And yet it is
perhaps helpful to apply Spivak’s thinking to a more specific example of this ethics
at work 1n the socio-political world, and one which exemplifies how Derrida’s work
undermines /ogos by uncovering the undecidable and disseminated literary-linguistic
structures on which it claims not to be based.

Spivak recalls a comment made by Ngugi Wa Thiong’o when asked at a
conference what he thought of “recent [1989] developments toward a rapprochement
in South Africa.” He concluded his response by saying that his greatest fear was that
“South Africa should fall into neocolonialism.” For Spivak this 1s an example of “the
voice of caution, raised at the moment of negotiated independence, a critique of what
one cannot not want” (1992, p.161). It is a cautionary take on a post-apartheid South
Africa made possible by the deconstruction of discursively constructed rationalist

ideals. By presenting us with this example, she sets up an historical binary relation

concerning the social politics of South Africa i.e.
‘an undemocratic apartheid state’ vs. ‘a democratic, post-apartheid state’

or,

the overtly bad vs. the naively good
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What is constructed here 1s a binary relation of power that encapsulates a rationalist
perspective on democracy. She posits Ngugi at the site of the in-between, at “the
moment of negotiated independence,” a place of deferred meaning which makes the
opposition possible and yet undermines both oppositional categories. Such a critical
perspective is of course not unlike Bhabha’s take on the in-between site of
postcolonial hybridity, where it is neither pole in an oppositional power-relation
which informs postcolonial identification but a “space of splitting... the tethered
shadow of deferral and displacement [which is] the disturbing distance in-between”
binary relations. He goes on, “it i1s in relation to this impossible object that the
liminal problem of colonial identity and its vicissitudes emerges” (Bhabha, p.45).

The implication of this reading tactic is this: Western interpreters of the
evolution of a democratic South Africa will consider the end of apartheid as a victory
for democracy and humanity itself, the development of ‘a democratic, post-apartheid
nation-state,” when in fact the people involved in the on-the-ground effects of
political negotiations do not have the luxury of such idealised categories. The
transformation from apartheid to democracy does not insure its own success, and one
of its risks is that other forms of oppressive government might develop, such as a
neo-colonialist one. Here Spivak demonstrates the ability of Western onlookers to
idealistically appropriate language when in fact the meaning of terms such as ‘post-
apartheid’ and ‘democracy’ 1s affected by différance and therefore should not be
uncritically appropriated. In this case one of the undisclosed, non-1dealistic meanings
of the term post-apartheid supplements Ngugi’s use of it, unmasking the real socio-
political risks such a condition actually presents, and the impossibility which informs
its meaning.

Spivak presents a similar case in her reading of Mahasweta Devi’s work. She
claims that “[t]he space that Mahasweta’s fiction inhabits is rather special... It is the
space of the ‘subaltern,’ displaced even from the catachrestic relationship between

decolonization and the Enlightenment” (1992, p.164). She goes on,

the event of political independence can be automatically assumed to stand in between colony
and decolonization as unexamined good that operates reversal... There is however a space

that did not share in the energy of this reversal, a space that had no firmly established agency
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of traffic with the culture of imperialism... Conventionally, this space is described as the
habitat of the subproletariat or the subaltern. Mahasweta’s fiction suggests that this 1s the
space of the displacement of the colonization-decolonization reversal. This is the space that
can become, for her, a dystopic representation of decolonisation as such. In this context,

“decolonization” becomes only a convenient and misleading word, used because no other can
be found.

In this example Spivak clearly shows how in theoretical terms deconstruction
critically undermines the progressive, democratic meanings associated with the term
decolonisation in the colonisation/decolonisation binary. From the perspective of the
subaltern the undecidability of the term decolonisation provides it with other
dystopic meanings. In this ontological space it is not only the master narrative of
colonisation that deconstructs itself, but modern claims of progress made by
postcolonial governments themselves.”

Again then we see how deconstruction provides an ethico-political
perspective from which to view the subaltern condition through the reading of
postcolonial texts and the political terms used to euphemistically describe that
condition. Yet there is a difficulty here if we return to Spivak’s claim that ethics must
arise in everyday one-to-one relations. The ethics we are considering here 1s part of a
critical discourse, and as Spivak freely admits, must therefore remain within
theoretical terms. Drawing on Foucault’s theorization of the power/knowledge
structure as the ontological phenomenon that constructs the modern subject, she
claims that “if the ethical subject is not to be taken to be without historical, cultural,
or linguistic limits, then a study of its constitution(s) is the place to begin ethical
investigations” (Spivak, 1992, p.156). It is only as such that ethical investigation can,
via deconstruction, take the discourse of modernity to task (pp.156-7).

As shown, poststructuralist critique, and specifically deconstruction, provides
the possibility of disclosing how the social politics of modern life are in fact
discursive constructions whose meaning should be questioned every time they are

proclaimed. Yet what if part of the experience of everyday, one-to-one relations that

22 See Bhatt, pp.38-9 on Spivak’s attempts to carry out such a critique, and an insight into how her

ethico-political concern with social and ecological difficulties amongst the impoverished of
Bangladesh amounts to the ineffable.
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Spivak refers to were partly based on a degree of pre-discursive knowledge? Or,
what if the experience of certain oppressed social and cultural groups lies so far
removed from rational experience that their own cultural products incorporate
methods of irrational expression? As Attridge and Spivak show, deconstruction does
undermine the morality of western political discourse by highlighting its literary-
linguistic construction, yet if the literature we want to ethically critique made the
assumption that its historical and cultural experience could not be expressed in
rational terms, how would we critically analyse these other methods of
representation? Would deconstruction still provide a method of interrogating the
ethical potential of such literary forms, especially if those literary forms attempted to
highlight aspects of experience that exist prior to “historical, cultural, or linguistic
limits”?

While Spivak acknowledges that aspects of meaningful representation and
one-to-one relations do remain irreducible, she seems convinced that it is only
ethically worthwhile to consider such impossible concerns when they exist as a result
of historical and cultural discourses. In the next section I argue that there 1s a case to
be made for the idea that irreducible meaning or experience does not always exist as
a resultant feature of ontological objectification, and that such experience might have
a profound bearing on our idea of ethical life. While Spivak is right to argue that we
should consider the effect modern discourse has on ethico-political relations in the
real-world, we should also, as literary critics, be prepared to consider fully any non-
discursive or even pre-discursive aspects of ethics and how they might or might not
affect the representation of ethics in literary texts. I will introduce this idea by
turning to the work of Gilroy, and by providing a reading of what is now arguably

the most well-known and acclaimed postcolonial text, Toni Morrison’s Beloved
(1987).

Other notions of the irreducible: unspeakable representations of terror.

The idea of the irreducible within recent theoretical discourse is contentious for
obvious reasons. On the one hand it problematises Derrida’s claim that there 1s no
outside text (1976, p.158), since it implies that not all experience can be textualized,

and on the other, its existence is a central aspect of Derrida’s view of deconstruction.
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As we shall see in chapter three, the 1dea of unknowable or non-present elements
within literary signifying 1s in fact crucial to the idea of differance: “Differance
produces what 1t forbids, makes possible the very thing that it makes impossible”
(1976, p.143). The notoriety surrounding the claim that there is nothing outside the
text has arisen due to the inability on the part of certain critics to accept that Derrida
1s not refuting the actuality of the ‘real-world’ we inhabit outside the texts we read,
but that he is making the claim that everything within that world can be reduced to,
and is therefore in fact figured within, literary-linguistic structures.” This perspective
is currently generally accepted by academics within the fields of critical theory (see
Mills, pp.48-76). For Derrida then, the impossible and unknowable features of
signifying always feature in our textual construction and understanding of the
ontological, a necessary “trick of writing [that] is irreducible” (1976, p.24).

As we shall see, theorists and critics other than Derrida, such as Attridge,
Levinas, Merleau-Ponty, Critchley, Armstrong, and Scarry, have also directly
confronted the issue of irreductbility in language. It can be generally stated though
that the idea of irreducible realities and experiences is not overly engaged with by
literary critics, or at least hasn’t been until recently.®* Said for example argues that as
critics we must “accept the notion that although there 1s an irreducible subjective
core to human experience, this experience is also historical and secular... accessible
to analysis and interpretation” (Said, 1994, p.35). Spivak similarly notes that though
such “preontological” 'experiences probably exist, the fact that “these are the
conditions within which ethics are performed, by subjects constituted in different
ways” forces us to recognize that ethical investigation must always consider the

(un)ethical subject as ultimately constructed by reducible, deconstructible structures

of philosophical discourse (Spivak, 1992, p.147). 1t is not difficult to understand why
such critics insist on this point. Literary theorists, by definition, engage with textual

structures that are distinguished by their referential, reducible qualities. As such, why
should irreducible aspects of experience warrant their attention? And yet, perhaps

there are other, less practical reasons. Were it proven that pre-discursive individual

5 See for example Ellis’s refutation of a textual world in possession of no absolute knowledge (Ellis,
pp.113-36), and Norris’s response (Norris, 1990, pp.134-161).
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experiences make up a significant part of our daily subjective existence, it would
undermine the claim that subjectivity is a wholly discursive construction — a view
held by the large majority of the theories of Foucauldian poststructuralism and its
critical offspring. The centrality of the discursive subject to poststructuralism will be
looked at both here and more fully in chapter five. My aim here is not to undermine
poststructuralism though, but rather to make the case that when we approach texts
with an impoverished sense of the tenets of deconstruction we may fail to note the
innovative ways in which certain cultures figure experiences and subjectivities which
cannot be easily described as discursively or rationally informed. West for example
claims that because writing harbours irreducible and impossible features and offers
the possibility of meaning outside knowledge-communication, it therefore “does not
communicate law-like knowledge,” and as such “presents an ethics™ (West, pp.191-
2). It 1s writing’s deconstruction that for West allows the possibility of meaning and
justice by undermining the possibility of a “law-like knowledge.” Here the
possibility of an ethics of writing is closely bound to the irreducible features that that
writing can produce.

Gilroy is a cultural critic whose ethico-political aims relate to those of
Attridge and Spivak, and yet he is convinced that non-discursive or non-reducible
experience has an intrinsic bearing upon the cultural products of certain socio-
political groups. Using the example of the African-American culture descended from
slavery, he too warns of and highlights the futility in attempting to undermine the
discourses of Euro/American-centric, rationalist power structures with oppositional
yet similarly totalising discourses (Gilroy, 1993a, p.30). When discussing the Black
American counter-discourse to modernity which he sees developing through the

work of Martin Robison Delaney, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Richard Wright he argues
that

[t]he political project forged by [such] thinkers... in the difficult journey from slaveship to
citizenship is in danger of being wrecked by the seemingly insoluble conflict between two

distinct but currently symbiotic perspectives. They can be loosely defined as the essentialist

** See Harrison, pp.19-28 on the need to acknowledge the often ignored “notion of an essentially
extra-linguistic meaning” in the deconstructive idea of writing.
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and the pluralist standpoints though they are in fact two different varieties of essentialism:

one ontological, the other strategic. (Gilroy, 1993a, p.31)

Gilroy’s own philosophical and political project is therefore based around the attempt
to define a Black critical perspective that does not simply appropriate the logocentric
principles of Western rationalism.” He claims this requires “not a counter-discourse
but a counterculture that defiantly reconstructs its own critical, intellectual, and
moral genealogy in a partially hidden public sphere of its own™ (pp.37-9).

Gilroy argues that such a counter-culture gains these characteristics and
remains partially hidden by incorporating a utopian perspective, yet one that isn’t just
a rational appeal for the unfulfilled promise of modernity and its hopes of “non-
ractalised justice and rational organisation of the productive processes.” Rather it is a
utopian vision that incorporates non-linguistic forms of resistance and
communication that develop i1n the extreme circumstances fostered by the power
structures of the slavery institution (p.37). Such an ethico-political perspective and
purpose remains outside the literary-linguistic structures of modern power because it
developed at a site where signs of resistance meant death or worse — the institution of

slavery:

Created under the very nose of the overseers, the utopian desires which fuel the
complementary politics of transfiguration must be invoked by other, more deliberately
opaque means. This politics exists on a lower frequency where it is played, danced, and
acted, as well as sung and sung about, because words, even words stretched by melisma and
supplemented or mutated by the screams which still index the conspicuous power of the slave

sublime, will never be enough to communicate its unsayable claims to truth. (p.37)

Here then the truth of the inexpressible and unimaginable horror that marked the
slave experience and its sublime 1s beyond reduction to literary-linguistic structures.

It 1s specifically this that for him defines the African-American counter-culture to
modernity and endows it with irrational features that distinguish it from conventional
Western discourse and its cultural forms. These cultural forms struggle to “repeat the

unrepeatable, present the unpresentable” (p.38), and are evidence of the “anti-
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discursive and extra-linguistic ramifications of power at work in shaping
communicative acts” (p.57).

The necessity to form critical perspectives which “partially transcend
modernity [by] constructing both an imaginary anti-modern past and a post-modern
yet to come™ 1s doubly informed. As he points out, the memories and imaginary
representation of the terror of slavery not only produce anti-modern cultural forms,
they also question whether or not terror itself is a complicit characteristic of modern
reason. Ironically, he suggests that the awareness of this complicity amongst Western
theorists 1s one of the little cited reasons that the traditional teaching of practical and
moral philosophy has come to an end — an act that reinforces the idea of our
apparently postmodern condition (p.39). The most often cited example of the need to
questton universal rationalism is the Holocaust or Auschwitz, an event famously
proposed as heralding the death of the grand narrative by Lyotard, as well as other
postmodern critics (Lyotard, 1992a, p.48). Its occurrence is evidence of modern
reason’s “incipient barbarous tendencies” (Docherty, 1993, p.11), tendencies which
Benjamin claims are present and identifiable in any “document of civilisation”
(Benjamin, p.258, my italics).

Theorists exhibit a willingness then to engage with the terrifying
methodologies that have at times historically supplemented the dictates of Euro-
centric rationalism, even though an acknowledgement of the similarities between the
rational of the Holocaust and the slave industry has been slow in coming within
western critical discourse.”® And yet we must necessarily ask whether or not the
effects of what Gilroy calls the “extra-linguistic ramifications” of such brutal
appropriations of modern power (p.57) can actually be found in ‘post-terror’ literary
texts, a point on which he seems to differ from other theorists of the post-modern.
Jameson for example argues that representations of terror, anxiety, and alienation

“are no longer appropriate 1n the world of the postmodern,” since the experiential

*> See Foucault, 1980, pp.141-2 on the need to oppose power by other means than the appropriation of
reactive homogeneous discourses and perspectives.
26 . . . . . . . “ .

I take this as evidence of an 1ronic historicity on the part of Western postmodern critics. The idea
that the European Holocaust should be any more a marker of the futility of the narrative of Western
reason than the modern international slave trade makes the claims of postmodern theorists seem just
as Euro-centric and historicized as the narratives they claim to undermine. For more on the difficulty
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human itself is no longer a valid subject of aesthetic expression due to concept of the

decentred subject or psyche in postmodern theory (Jameson, 1991, pp.14-15).

Beloved and radical subjectivities.

I want to argue here that in Beloved certain features of the novel’s structure seem to
bear out the claim that postcolonial cultural products bear the traces of irreducible
subjective experience. Sethe’s story is a rewriting of Margaret Garner’s, an ex-slave
who killed her infant daughter and attempted to do the same to her other children so
that they might never experience slavery themselves. According to Morrison, at the
time Margaret Garner said, “I will not let those children live how I have lived.”® She
chose an extreme, ‘logical’ solution to a terrifying problem to insure that her children
would not suffer inhumanely at the hands of others. In Morrison’s rewriting though
this act is presented as a cruel logic caught in an inhumane world with few rational
features. Beloved, the daughter that died at Sethe’s hands, returns to live with her
mother as a ghost. Though this idea will be examined further in chapter five, 1t can
be noted here that Beloved comes to represent impossibility itself, the experience of
horror that defies rational representation and informs what Gilroy calls the
“unsayable” aspects of slave subjectivity. Or as Bowers puts it: “One of the questions
which Beloved asks is whether it is possible to transform unspeakably horrific
experiences into knowledge” (Bowers, p.212). It is Sethe’s representation as a ‘post-
terror’ character that I wish to examine here though. What I will consider is whether
the narrative representation of her subjectivity and actions can be explained as
counter-discursive reactions against the dominant power-structure, or whether they
defy modern categorisation and reduction to the rational/irrational binary.

It is immediately noticeable that the novel’s representation of ex-slave
subjectivity is closely linked to character experiences of the natural world, and 1n
particular the slave-body itself. Sethe’s body is portrayed as a natural, corporeal site
of experience that rejects the traditional, optimistic interpretation of nature common

to American nationalist and geographical discourse. As Ruland and Bradbury point

of philosophically considering Auschwitz in view of other large-scale, non-European atrocities see
During, 1987, pp.456-8.

%7 For an insight into Morrison’s own early reading of the Margaret Garner story see Naylor, pp.583-
34,
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out, optimistic discourses on nature and the landscape, and their beneficial
appropriation and colonisation by the American people, are themes common to the
American transcendentalists and the American consciousness itself.*® Sethe’s body
on the other hand is a relentless reminder of the colonial violation of nature, for upon
her back she carries a large scar she received after being sexually molested and
severely whipped by her owners. She ironically refers to the scar numerous times
throughout the novel’s early chapters as a “tree” (Morrison, 1987, p.15), a tree which
1s immediately noticeable to the reader for being the very antithesis of the symbolic
promise of progress and growth encompassed in the American transcendentalist
appropriation of nature.

The importance of symbolic nature, in both its promise of progress to the
American coloniser, and its incongruous effect on the conscious experience of an ex-
slave, 1s reinforced numerous times early in the text. The passage below provides an
example of the reversal that 1s undergone by traditional, optimistic appraisals of

nature within the narrative:

Unfortunately her brain was devious. She might be hurrying across a field... Nothing else
would be in her mind... Just the breeze cooling her face as she rushed toward water... Then
something... suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling out before her eyes,
and although there was not a leaf on that farm that did not want to make her scream, it rolled
itself out before her in shameless beauty. It never looked as terrible as it was and it made her

wonder if hell was a pretty place too. Fire and brimstone all right, but hidden 1n lacy groves.

(p.6)

Sethe subjectively links these images of America’s natural landscape to the physical
experience of her body and the brutal personal history that her tree-scar reminds her
of. Whereas initially the reader is presented with an idyllic scene and Sethe’s

unperturbed experience of it, the phrase “Then something” instigates a temporal and
spatial shift in the focalised narration. The intense terror that she associates with the

American idyll is suddenly articulated by the ironic juxtaposition of its ability to

*% See Ruland and Bradbury, p.139 for an examination of the relationship between the aspirations of
the American transcendentalists and territorial expansion. For a similar take on the traditional
philosophical and scientific interpretation of such natural images in terms of Sethe’s scar, see Hirting,

p.36.
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“make her scream” with 1ts “shameless beauty.” The latter phrase here introduces a
moral element to nature’s beauty in Sethe’s focalised experience. This uncommon
ascription of morality to nature emphasises that it is not nature that she fears, but the
brutal realities of colonial America that the 1dyllic portrayal of nature deceptively
obscures. Throughout the narrative Sethe fights to forget her terrifying past, but the
beauty of nature and the insidious tree on her back are constant reminders of her own
historicity — the complicity between her unspoken history and colonial America’s
abuse of the natural. As she later makes clear through dialogue, 1t 1s the unsayable
etfects of the painfully natural physical suffering that mark her history and
experiences: “I got a tree on my back and a haint in my house, and nothing in
between but the daughter I am holding in my arms” (p.15). In Sethe’s world, it is the
irrational or impossible itself that horrifically marks her present due to the terror of
the past.” As Doyle points out, in this novel trees “function... as more than
metaphors. They manifest the phenomenal effects of the history of slavery” and as
we shall see in chapter five, raise the idea of “intercorporeal” experience (Doyle,
pp.213-15).

Interestingly, Jameson’s consideration of Edvard Munch’s painting “The
Scream” also locates a discrepancy between the physical experience of terror and our
inability to aesthetically represent it. For Jameson “The Scream” illustrates the
artist’s inability to represent the unspeakable — what he calls *“the realm of the
sonorous, the cry, the raw vibrations of the human throat” — whilst predating a
postmodern aesthetic acceptance of the inability to reduce any concept of common
humanity to aesthetic form (Jameson, 1991, p.14). The point about a current
postmodern artistic consciousness notwithstanding, Jameson still succeeds in aptly
exemplifying the difficulties involved in attempting to objectify the concept of terror

and its physical experience.

*? This idea of a female subjectivity which defies representation is close to Mishra’s definition of the
postcolonial sublime, which he also envisages as closely linked to the irreducibility of the postcolonial
body. Though this thesis does not specifically engage with the postcolonial sublime, it should be noted
that the idea of the irreducible as an imaginative experience of irrational and horrific excess provides
an interesting rewriting of the European Romantic sublime. Mishra’s consideration of the postcolonial
sublime leads to the claim that the body should perhaps be examined as the site of postcolonial
struggle, an idea intrinsic to chapters five and six of this thesis.
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The complicity between terror and the inexpressibility is further demonstrated
by the temporal disruptions in narrative content that shift from the focalised portrayal
of the present to the remembered past in Sweet Home. Paul D, who was a slave with
Sethe at Sweet Home and yet who refuses to accept Sethe’s cynical view of nature,

provides an example of this narrative strategy in the representation of his inspection

of her scar:

Not a tree as she said. Maybe shaped like one, but nothing like any tree he knew because
trees were inviting; things you could trust and be near; talk to if you wanted to as he
frequently did way back when he took the midday meal in the fields of Sweet Home. Always
in the same place if he could, and choosing the place had been hard because Sweet Home had

more pretty trees than any farm around. (p.21)

In the space of a sentence Paul D temporally shifts the narrative content and
unconsciously drops into a focalised digression on Sweet Home. These shifts disrupt
the narration of present events throughout the next six pages. While Paul D’s
unspoken history is also located in his experience of slavery at Sweet Home, these
focalised shifts in the early narrative make it clear that for now he has forced himself
to forget its especially brutal moments. Unlike Sethe, at this point he retains faith in
the benevolence of nature and the landscape. In the description of his flight from the
slave prison into the “Free North” for example, we are told he uses “tree flowers,”
the blossoms of spring, as his guide (p.113).

Sethe’s historical experience of colonial discourse and its relation to nature
and the body is marked on her back: “[t}hem boys found out I told on em. School-
teacher made one open up my back, and when it closed it made a tree. It grows there
still” (p.17). For Paul D at this stage, “trees were inviting; things you could trust and
be near” (p.21). And yet we are also told that after fleeing north with the tree flowers,

“[1]t was some time before he could put [the past] into the tobacco tin lodged in his
chest. By the time he got to 124 nothing in this world could pry it open” (p.113).
Unlike Sethe, and at the expense of repressing the horror of his history, he still

unconsciously accepts that beneficial aspect of nature that has been a central element

in the discourse of American colonialism. These differences in Sethe and Paul D’s

subjective resistances to slavery, and the degree to which they are informed by
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traditional American and rationalist discourses, has important bearing upon the later

narrative content and plot — Paul D leaves Sethe when he learns she killed her own

daughter, a fact that leads to Sethe’s descent into madness.

Reading Beloved's bodies through Foucault and Habermas.

What we are provided with then in Beloved is two characters whose relationships
with the power structure of slavery have resulted in distinct formations of their own
resistant subjectivities. What I want to examine is how such distinct forms of
resistance might evolve in terms of Foucault’s theory of the power/knowledge
relation. For him the interdependence between the constitution of power on the one
hand, and the constitution of fields of knowledge on the other, has bearing on the
tormation of subjects located within power-knowledge relations. The “subject of
knowledge,” as Foucault describes the intelligent individual, cannot be thought of as
a producer of knowledge for the greater good of society, or as socio-political agent

“who 1s or 1s not free in relation to the power system.” He states that

it 1s not the activity of the subject of knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful
or resistant to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it and

of which it is made up, that determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge.
(Foucault, 1977a, pp.27-8)

Accordingly, 1t is impossible to envisage a subject-centred resistance which might
produce a “corpus of knowledge” independently of pouvoir-savoir relations. Because
power-knowledge is pervaded in the form of discourse, a phenomenon that is
reducible to literary-linguistic structures, al/ knowledge within communities is
discursively informed by the social power base.

As Bhabha points out, it is because of this that poststructuralist discourse

encounters difficulties when 1t attempts to speak of concepts such as meaning, truth,

and being:

For poststructuralist discourse, the priority (and play) of the signifier reveals the space of
doubling (not depth) that is the very articulatory principle of discourse. It is through that
space of enunciation that problems of meaning and being enter the discourses of

poststructuralism, as the problematic of subjection and identification. (Bhabha, p.45)
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Bhabha raises an issue that I touched upon earlier. How can we theorise a meaningful
resistance for subjects who are shaped by “the problematic of subjection and
1dentification” if discourse (resistant or otherwise) undermines its own veracity and
signals its constructiveness within the power-knowledge relation? As Foucault points
out, “[w]here there 1s power, there is resistance... consequently, this resistance is
never 1n a position of exteriority in relation to power” (1978, p.137). If discourse,
resistant or otherwise, is constructed within the rationalist structures of the power
base itself, then, as Spivak and Attridge point out, it will deconstruct its own ethical
and political claims to truth. How do we read the ethics of Sethe’s resistance then?

Can it be read as meaningful only to the degree that it is irrational, a sign of madness,

the radical other of reason?

I would like to adopt parts of Habermas’s criticism of Foucault to raise the
possibility that resistance might evolve independently of power itself, or at least that
resistance cannot always be theorized as an aspect of discourse. Reading Habermas

alongside Foucault we see how both emphasise the role played by the body in power-

knowledge relations. Foucault claims that,

In our societies, the systems of punishment are to be situated in a certain ‘political economy’
of the body... it is always the body that is at issue... power relations have an immediate hold
upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform

ceremonies, to emit signs. (Foucault, 1977a, p.25)

And Habermas likewise notes that we can trace the “complex [base] of power” back
to the Classical age when power was “concentrated around the sovereignty of a state
with a monopoly on violence.” In the modern age this power base finds itself situated
in the discourses of the human sciences and the panoptical form of supervision which
allows power to “penetrate 1nto all the pores of the subjugated body and the
objectified soul” (Habermas, p.271). Such objectification 1s evident in Beloved’s
narrative representation of the slave-prisoner camp. It is represented as a trench
patrolled by guards, “one thousand feet of earth—five feet deep, five feet, into which
wooden boxes had been fitted,” each with a cage door of bars, and within which all

forty-six of the prisoners can be left, in their boxes, and yet still chained together as
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one. And as the focalised representation of Paul D’s thoughts makes clear, it is the
change 1n his bodily experience that registers his fear while there: “A flutter of a
kind, in the chest, then the shoulder blades... As though the further south they led
him the more his blood... began thawing, breaking into pieces... Sometimes it was
in his leg. Then again it moved to the base of his spine” (pp.106-7). Here, as
Habermas through Foucault makes clear, rational objectification within modern
power-knowledge relations operates upon an individual’s very “pores,” the corporeal
fabric and nerve endings of the physical body. This is the site where power-
knowledge relations turns inhumanity itself into rational function.

Power 1s therefore a catalyst that forms subjectivity by interpolating discourse
into the subject by manipulating the “political economy” of the body through the
threat of violence. It is only able to do this through its monopolisation of legitimate

violence that is inscribed in law. As Foucault points out,

the manifold relationships of force that take shape and come into play in the machinery of
production, in families, limited groups, and institutions, are the basis for wide-ranging effects
of cleavage that run through the social body as a whole... Major dominations are the

hegemonic effects that are sustained by all these confrontations. (1978, p.94)

This 1dea maintains that the “machinery of production” that informs individuals and
groups 1s a result of the various discourse formations that the “body” is subject to. It
should be emphasised that Foucault refers to this entity as the “social body,” a site
that is constantly split and manipulated by discourse. The effect of these disruptive
forces on the body is to inform and sustain the subjective acceptance of hegemony,
as Paul D’s experience at the prisoner camp makes clear. It is only when he is given
a sledge-hammer and set to work in the chain-gang that his “hands disobeyed the
furious rippling of his blood and paid attention” (p.108).

Habermas departs from Foucault by examining the sensuous aspect of the
body — what he calls its “experiential potential,” rather than simply its socially
constructed elements (Habermas, p.285). Eagleton calls this the issue of “how the
world strikes the body on its sensory surfaces, of that which takes root in the gaze
and the guts and all that arises from our most banal, biological insertion into the

world,” and goes on to argue that this “most gross and palpable dimension of the
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human” should be considered in any valid critique of the aesthetic and in any
“political order” (Eagleton, 1990, pp.13-4). In Habermas’s view it is this aspect of
the body that 1s first and foremost prone to pain and punishment and ultimately
beyond conscious control. He argues that in Foucault “‘power’ preserves a literally
aesthetic relation to the perception of the body, to the painful experience of the
mistreated body,” and yet that this is a non-social, or indeed a non-discursive aspect
of bodily experience that Foucault refuses to acknowledge. Thus for Habermas the

hegemonic effects of power do not

hold primarily between powerful wills and coerced subjugation, but between processes of
power and the bodies that are crushed within them. It is always the body that 1s maltreated in
torture... that is taken hold of in drill... and manipulated; that is objectified and monitored by

the human sciences, even as it is stimulated in its desire and stripped naked (p.285)

Opposing the theorisation of the body as a social construction, Habermas proposes
that power, modern and pre-modern, enforces discourse through its brutal
domination of the non-social body of the subject, that sensitive, vulnerable, and
inarticulate part of the body which is prone to pain. Discourse is inscribed onto the

body from the location of power, a fact that Sethe’s tree-scar embodies. He argues
that

‘power’ preserves a literally aesthetic relation to the perception of the body, to the painful
experience of the mistreated body... If Foucault’s concept of power preserves for itself some
remnant of aesthetic content, then it owes this to his vitalistic... way of reading the body’s

experience of itself. (Habermas, p.285)

The veracity of Foucault’s interpretation of “the body’s experience of itself” and his
claim that the body only interprets maltreatment within a social context is questioned
here. Moving away from this i1dea that the reaction of the body to maltreatment is
always informed by power-knowledge, Habermas identifies a subjective awareness
in the individual that is non-discursively informed. He argues that within
poststructuralist theory a subjective ethical resistance develops “only from the
signals of body language, from that nonverbalizable language of the body on which

pain has been inflicted [and] which refuses to be sublated into discourse” (pp.285-6,
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my italics). Experiencing this non-discursive resistance of the violated body becomes
the only means for the subject to develop a subjective awareness outside the
formations of discourse. It depends upon the corporeality of the human body that
draws its awareness from sensory experience beyond conscious control. This
resistance 1s not strictly a counter-discourse because it undermines discourse-

operation by allowing a subject-centred and non-discursive element to inform its
knowledge of the power relations.

In Beloved, Sethe and Paul D form counterpoints from which to view
Habermas’s critique of power. On the one hand there 1s the early Paul D, whose
refusal to remember his violent yet officially sanctioned past at Sweet Home forces a
conscious acceptance of his oppressed disposition within the power structure. His
early view of nature as “inviting,” a thing “you could trust and be near” situates him
within a colonial history, a temporal site of existence within the discursive
formations of modernity. His own history ceases to exist, as indeed is made clear
through his repression of it.

Sethe, on the other hand, revokes those same formations. The tree growing on
her back and the unsp