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Savior, Slayer, Travailer: The Image of the Knight in English
Renaissance Religious Verse

Karley Adney

During the Middle Ages knights enjoyed their greatest popularity, and while
knights were still visible in Renaissance literary works,” their appearance was severely
diminished in English Renaissance religious verse. This is especially striking since
countless knights of the Middle Ages, whether real or of literary construction, became
synonymous with religious causes. Consider, for instance, the Knights Templar and
their involvement in the Holy Wars or Gawain, Percival, and Lancelot questing after the
Holy Grail. Three of the only Renaissance writers to mention the figure of the knight in
their religious poetry include Anne Askew, Edmund Spenser, and John Donne. Each of
these writers was of the Protestant faith, so one might assume that they employ the
knight in similar ways, but this is not the case—their references serve completely
different purposes. For Askew, the knight is an honorable figure and a symbol of
protection; for Spenser, the knight represents one’s quest for holiness while overcoming
both literal and figurative serpents; and for Donne, the knight represents a mythic past
and symbolizes the quest one must make to find faith and the true church.

First, it is necessary to put chivalry and the image of the knight in context. In this
respect, Askew’s, Spenser’s, and Donne’s knights can be examined accurately within
the existing chivalric and knightly traditions:

Chivalry is an evocative word, conjuring up images in the mind—of the knight
fully armed, perhaps with the crusaders’ red cross sewn upon his surcoat; of
martial adventures and strange lands; of castles with tall towers and of the fair
women who dwelt in them [...] it denotes a man of aristocratic standing and
probably of noble ancestry, who is capable, if called upon, of equipping himself
with a war horse and the arms of a heavy cavalryman, and who has been through
certain rituals that make him what he is—who he has been ‘dubbed’ to
knighthood [...] from the middle of the twelfth century on it very frequently
carries ethical or religious overtones. (Keen 1-2)

Middle English romance writers like Chretien de Troyes, the Pearl Poet, and
even Sir Thomas Malory refined the general characteristics of knights such as Tristan,
Gawain, and Lancelot, respectively, who appeared in their literature:

"1 would like to thank Professor Alexandra Bennett, Northern Illinois University, for her
guidance and support for this project; Professor William Johnson, Northern Illinois University,
for his time and consideration; and my parents, for their unwavering support and willingness to
discuss Renaissance literature with me. With the help of these people, this project was finally
realized.

% Consider, for instance, Ludvico Ariosto’s epic Orlando Furioso, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don
Quixote, Lope de Vega’s El caballero de Olmedo, and even Samuel Butler’s Hudibras, among
others as works that prominently incorporate the figure of the knight.
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From a very early stage we find the romantic authors habitually associating
together certain qualities which they clearly regarded as the classic virtues of
good knighthood: prouesse, loyaute, largesse (generosity), courtoisie, and
franchise (the free and frank bearing that is visible testimony to the combination
of good birth with virtue). The association of these qualities in chivalry is already
established in the romances [...] and [...] to the end of the middle ages their
combination remains the stereotype of chivalrous distinction. (Keen 2)3

It will be useful to study the way in which Maurice Keen’s observations apply to
the knight figures of Askew, Spenser, and Donne; this study will proceed
chronologically since each of these writers amplifies different aspects of the knight,
partially to reflect the religious attitude of the time in which they wrote.

Although born Catholic in 1521, Anne Askew later converted to the Protestant
faith and desired a divorce from her Catholic husband; Askew was eventually
discovered by Henry VIII’s bishops and was persecuted for heresy in 1546 (Beilin xv).
Primarily because of her commitment to her faith, “references to Askew are common
enough to suggest she was in fact one of the better known English martyrs” (Beilin
xxxix). She is most known for her Examinations, in which she “creates her own record
of her interrogations for heresy, representing herself as the worthy opponent of
numerous officials of church, city, and state” (Beilin xv).

The first edition of the Examinations was published in 1546 with commentary by
John Bale, who, as Theresa Kemp observes, “happily situates [Askew] within a history
of true Christian saints, including John the Baptist, James the Apostle, John Fisher, and
Thomas More, all martyrs who boldly opposed the tyranny of God’s enemies” (1030).
In his commentary, Bale employs rhetorical devices to emphasize Askew’s dire
situation by including phrases that “[c]haracteriz[e] Askew as ‘dayntye,” ‘yonge,” and
‘tender,’” all of which “[enable] him to intensify by contrast the atrocity of her torture at
the hands of her strong male inquisitors, and thus the atrocity of their assault on God”
(Kemp 1031).

Askew unabashedly states her opinions and beliefs in her examinations; she
repeats the phrases “lynes whych I have written” (116), “[qJuoth Anne Askewe” (137),
“[w]ritten by me Anne Askew” (106), and “[b]y me Anne Askewe” (148) countless
times. Her continued and aggressive employment of a first person perspective makes it
clear that she is responsible for the text, and enables readers to be fully aware of her
unwavering devotion. Askew’s devotion is also clearly illustrated in passages from her
Examinations like the following:

Then was I brought to an howse, and layed in bed with as werye and payneful
bones, as ever had pacyent Job, I thanke my lorde God therof. Then my lorde
Chauncellour sent me worde if I wolde leave my opynyon, I shuld want
nothynge. If [ wolde not, I shuld fourth to Newgate, and so be burned. I sent hym
agayne worde, that I wuld rather dye, than to breake my faythe. (Beilin 132)

3 For a general overview of chivalry, see Keen’s Chivalry, specifically “The Idea of Chivalry,”
pages 1-17.
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Adhering to the tenets of the Protestant faith for which Askew knew she would
be executed, she sought comfort from God, especially during her harsh examinations.
She composed a few poems while imprisoned, one of which, “The Balade which Anne
Askewe made and sange whan she was in Newgate,” uses the image of the knight. One
might say that Askew’s faith is evident in the title of her poem, simply due to the use of
the words “whan” and “was.” This choice in diction suggests that either Askew thought
she would be released from her charges, or more likely, that she knew if she remained
devoted to her beliefs, she would be freed from her prison and be welcomed to a new
and better place—perhaps even into the company of God.

In response to the harsh treatment she suffered at the hands of “all the devils”
(“The Balade” 12), she emphasizes the savior aspect of the knight in her poem.
Amplifying the savior aspect of the knight here is fitting since during Askew’s time,
many people were being prosecuted for their religious beliefs and sought protection or
help from God, and thought that they would receive it by being faithful and good
Christians. Askew uses the image of the knight only once in her Examinations; it is not
an image she uses loosely. More than that, however, is the fact that the knight appears in
one of the few poems she wrote while she was in Newgate. It is significant that the
image appears in a poem rather than in her own examinations because the genre of
poetry was a far more reserved form of composition for Askew; she has over thirty
pages worth of responses to her examiners, but only two poems that total roughly five
pages; she also admits in “The Balade whych Anne Askewe made and sange whan she
was in Newgate,” that “Not oft use I to wryght/In prose nor yet in ryme” (37-8). She
saved her single use of the knight image for one of those poems, and in turn it deserves
special attention.

The knight appears in the very first line of her poem:

Lyke as the armed knight
Appoynted to the fielde

With thys world wyll T fight
And faith shall be my shield.
Faythe is that weapon stronge
Whych wyll not fayle at need
My foes therfor amonge
Therwith wyll I procede. (1-8)

Not only is the image in the first sentence, but it is in the first line of the poem. This
implies that Askew feels that the image is powerful, so much so, in fact, that she wants
it to be the first image that readers encounter. Her knight is not just a wandering or
questing knight, either: Askew’s knight is “armed” and ready for battle. And with the
help of that first knightly image, “[t]he ballad explicitly invokes the Christian knight
topos, aligning the martyr’s performance with reformist emphasis on faith.
Contemporary audiences, aware of Askew’s torture in the tower [...] would notice the
understatement in the opening lines” (Linton 143). What is more is that Askew is not
merely mentioning a knight: she is, in fact, calling herself one. It is significant that
Askew uses no pronouns in reference to the knight, suggesting that the knight could be
either male or female. Quite possibly, then, she could be picturing herself as that knight
on the battlefield. If this is the case, it implies that she has complete faith in her own
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strength, both religious and physical, as she ventures, as a knight, to take on the world.
Askew specifically compares herself to the knight here because she wants her readers to
liken her to a brave and noble warrior on a battlefield, which is exactly what Askew was
when persecuted for her own beliefs; thus, her knight exhibits prouesse, one of Keen’s
required knightly characteristics. And even more importantly, Askew’s knight
demonstrates loyaute, as she personally did: According to Andrew Hadfield, Askew was
a “Protestant heroine” who “was anything but silent and obedient as she stood up to her
bullying male prosecutors, and in her refusal to submit to an authority and a creed she
could not accept, she served as an inspiration to male and female Protestants alike”
(248-9).

Obviously, by means of the image of the knight, Askew desires her readers to
assume that just as a knight is loyal to his king, she is loyal to her own—Christ. And as
a knight, Askew’s weapon of choice is not a sword, but her faith. This is a bold
statement, suggesting she needs little more than a strong commitment to God and she
will then be victorious on the battlefield. Joan Pong Linton, in her “The Plural Voices of
Anne Askew,” reexamines Askew’s persona in the poem:

In this generalized portrait, what comes through is the martyr’s unequal fight with
worldly evil. Even the simile ‘lyke as the armed knight,” distances the audience
from the martyr’s suffering, foregrounding the knight as an idealized figure
through which the readers and listeners may individually participate in a
collective making of faith. (Linton 144)

Linton also claims that Askew continues to use “the voice of the Christian knight
as she addresses her own perilous situation” in lines 25-32 (145). Askew manipulates
the knight figure into a genderless character with which she can armor herself; even as a
woman, she can become a warrior. She is, indeed, partaking in her own Holy War and
finds victory as a knight whose most powerful weapon is her faith.

Now let us shift to one of the most well-known Christian knights, one
accompanied by a cautious dwarf and a beautiful woman. Edmund Spenser’s knight is
noble in that he is not simply a personal savior and protector, but rather, a crusader and
slayer. He is a crusader because he is assigned tasks that must be completed, and a
slayer since this knight, Red Crosse, slays both literal and figurative serpents. Like
Askew's knight, Spenser’s knight reflects the religious attitude of the people of the time.
Elizabeth Heale provides readers with a wealth of helpful details that allow them to see
the story in its accurate historical context. Heale states that during Spenser’s lifetime,
“[m]any English people wished to see England resume the role of champion of godly
Protestantism against what they saw as a grand Catholic plot to destroy the true faith”
(4-5); these worries were amplified by “anxieties about Catholic treachery in England”
(5). The people, then, were eagerly searching for someone to continue the crusade
against the Catholic Church, and to destroy any remnants of that church so that the True
Church could thrive in all its holy glory.

Spenser was a devout Protestant, and his commitment to his beliefs is
demonstrated clearly in his written work: his “first published work [...] was a series of
translations for a strongly anti-Catholic work by a Protestant exile from the
Netherlands” (Heale 6), and this first published work was the start of a long tradition of
anti-Catholic literature by Spenser. Heale has suggested that the poem Prothalamion
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situates Spenser’s loyalties as “ardently Protestant and retaining a vision of England as
champion of the godly faith against Catholic Spain” (6). But the work of Spenser’s that
deserves special attention here is The Faerie Queene, in which the starring characters
are mainly knights. In this epic poem, “Spenser’s brand of Protestantism and the vision
it entails of a special, providential role for England are profoundly important for
Spenser’s whole conception of his epic poem, but particularly for the allegories of
Holiness and Justice in Books 1 and 5 (Heale 6).

In writing this epic, Spenser not only prescribes a “providential role for
England,” but also aims to persuade his readers about how to behave and what to
believe since The Faerie Queene is, in part, meant to function as a teaching manual for
readers. In his “Letter of the Authors expounding his whole intention in the course of
this worke: which for that it giveth great light to the Reader, for the better understanding
is hereunto annexed,” Spenser specifically states that “The generall end therefore of all
the booke is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline”
(Spenser, Letter to Raleigh 714). The first of the six books follows the story of the
knight of the Red Crosse. It is quite useful to recall Keen’s definition of chivalry and the
depiction of the knight figure here, in which he describes a “knight fully armed, perhaps
with the crusaders’ red cross sewn upon his surcoat,” and “a man of aristocratic
standing and probably of noble ancestry” (1-2). Red Crosse’s name alone is the
embodiment of one of the most familiar crusader-knight symbols; he immediately
conjures images of knights walking in long trains, each step on their pilgrimage a
demonstration of their commitment to their faith.

Red Crosse has a specific emphasized characteristic in that he is the knight of
holiness, who is “on a pilgrimage from error to salvation” (Hamilton 9). According to
A. C. Hamilton, “[a]s a Protestant poet writing in the virtues during the Reformation,
Spenser had no choice but to begin with holiness, for that virtue distinguishes our
unfallen state created in the image of God” (Hamilton 8). But Red Crosse does not start
out holy; he must go on a personal quest, all the while slaying the demons that interfere
with him and block his path, to become holy. On this journey, he makes mistakes. He
ventures into the Den of Error against the advice of Una, partly because he desires to
impress her:

Be well aware, quoth then that Ladie milde,

Least suddaine mischiefe ye too rash prouoke:

The danger hid, the place vnknowne and wilde,

Breedes dreadfull doubts: Oft fire is without smoke,

And peril without show: therefore your stroke

Sir knight with-hold, till further tryall made.

Ah Ladie (sayd he) shame were to reuoke,

The forward footing for an hidden shade:

Vertue giues her selfe light, through darknesse for to wade. (1.ii.12)

Red Crosse’s mistakes truly liken him to “everyman.” It is his ability to overcome these
mistakes (such as defeating Error in her den) that makes him representative of each
person trying to achieve balance and find holiness, and Red Crosse is only able to find
holiness through experience: “Instead of being directly instructed in the nature of
holiness, readers see that virtue realized in what he does and what happens to him. The
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virtue is shown as a way of living, [...] generally compatible with the teaching of the
Reformed church” (Hamilton 9).

Spenser definitely participates in the Middle English Romance tradition of
having his knight partake in adventures that transpire in “realms unfamiliar to history,”
as Keen has suggested, where people and events are “incredible” (3). Red Crosse meets
and travels with a wise dwarf, he is outwitted by a shape-shifting man named
Archimago; he encounters and defeats a dragon that, after exploding, has her filthy
remains eaten by her own children; he is imprisoned by a ruthful giant; and he
eventually slays a massive dragon that has decided to make its home in a family garden.
Beyond following the tradition of the Middle English romance knight, Spenser also
emphasizes the classic virtues of the “good” Middle English romance knight as
mentioned by Keen, since Red Crosse undoubtedly embodies prouesse, loyaute, and
franchise (Keen 2). He exhibits prowess in his battles with Error, Orgoglio, and most
notably, the dragon of Una’s garden. He remains loyal throughout his quest. One might
suggest that he wavers in his devotion to Una after Archimago makes it appear as if she
has been intimate with another man, but Red Crosse is always loyal to the woman
whom he serves: Queen Gloriana. And he has franchise, because of both his suspected
good birth and his virtuosity (which is definitely acquired and refined during his
journey).

However, in complement to these classic virtues noted by Keen, Spenser adds
some unique characteristics to Red Crosse. Significantly, Red Crosse fights in used
armor: “Ycladd in mightie armes and siluer shielde, / Wherein old dints of deepe
woundes did remaine” (I.i.1). Adorning used armor symbolizes that others have been on
a similar, if not the exact same, mission before him. Most likely the dents were not
acquired by Red Crosse himself since he is a relatively young knight on his first major
mission. While on this mission, Red Crosse comes to find that, while on the Hill of
Contemplation looking at the New Jerusalem, his real name is St. George: “[T]hou Saint
George shalt called bee, / Saint George of mery England, the signe of victory” (1.x.61).
That Red Crosse’s actual name is St. George is incredibly significant for several
reasons. First, most well-known images of St. George depict him atop his horse”; this is
significant since the first images readers get of Red Crosse involves him seated upon his
horse. What is more, however is that one of the most popular stories associated with St.
George is one in which he saves a princess from being eaten by a dragon by killing the
beast while riding his horse. The slaying of this dragon to save a woman closely mirrors
Red Crosse’s journey to help Una, which will be discussed in further detail below. Red
Crosse’s true name is also significant because St. George is the patron saint of England;
undoubtedly one can appreciate Spenser’s brilliance here in that his knight is actually
named after the patron of England who will strive to protect the English people. If the
patron saint is fighting—even allegorically—against Catholicism, surely that is what all
people of England should do. As discussed earlier, The Faerie Queene is meant to

* Raphael has two well-known oil-on-wood depictions of St. George’s battle with the dragon;
Tintoretto’s chosen medium for the scene involved oil and canvas; Paolo Uccello did two
versions of the scene; Rogier van der Weyden also found artistic inspiration in the tale. But the
most visually-stunning representation, by far, is Bernat Martorell’s “Saint George Killing the
Dragon,” originally situated as the central panel of an altarpiece in a church devoted to the saint in
Catalonia, Spain.
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function as a model for behavior, so the ways in which Red Crosse/St. George behaves
should impart lessons to readers that they behave in a similar manner: uphold
Protestantism.

Red Crosse’s mission as assigned by Queen Gloriana is to fight and kill the
dragon that has taken over the lovely Una’s family garden; scholars widely agree that
the dragon plaguing Una’s garden is meant to represent Rome and the Catholic Church.
Red Crosse naturally becomes attracted to Una and part of his mission becomes to win
her affection. Eventually, Red Crosse is successful and completes his mission: he slays
literal serpents (the dragon of the garden); he slays figurative serpents (overcoming his
own mistakes); and at the end of the book, he is finally betrothed to Una, and will be
able to marry her after six more years of service to the Queen.

Red Crosse’s preoccupation and concern with Una’s affection and his
relationship with her clearly likens him to a knight from a typical Middle English
romance. Spenser’s knights (for the most part) are like Red Crosse, and are not only
concerned with the quest set to them by Queen Gloriana, but are also concerned with the
quest of love. In turn, critics like Richard Levin have suggested that Book I “contributes
to the developing Protestant tradition that sets a high value on chaste courtship and
marriage [...]. The Book is both a love story and a story charting the Christian path to
salvation; Red Crosse is both a wavering lover and an erring Christian” (Levin 1). One
is reminded of the character Lancelot at this description, who wavers in his love for
Guinevere when he attempts to forget her and instead shows complete loyalty to his
king and very close friend Arthur, and who is denied the Holy Grail because of his
preoccupation with Guinevere. Heale has also brilliantly noted that the bulk of the
structure of Book I is based on the book of Revelation, which A. C. Hamilton claims
“allowed [Spenser] to fashion holiness by telling the legend of the Red Cross Knight as
a romance” (8).

Heale, however, argues that Book I is less like a typical romance than an allegory
for the True Church’s “sufferings.” She comments more in depth on Spenser’s exquisite
use of the book of Revelation as source material:

Revelation thus provided Spenser with vivid images to describe the conflict of
good and evil. But the images bring with them a tradition of historical allegory,
so that at times episodes in Book I refer not only to the individual’s fight with the
forces of Satan, but also to the fight of God’s elect through history and to the
sufferings of the True Church. At times, Spenser’s imagery is so specific as to
suggest that he is dealing with the history of the English Church and its fight with
the forces of Satan in recent times. (23)

She goes on to assert that St. George represents the elect Christian, and that with Grace,
St. George is “enabled to overthrow Satan to achieve the righteousness he lost at the
fall. On another level St. George overthrows the forces of Satan in England and restores
the True Church” (44). Similarly, C. S. Lewis, in his Spenser’s Images of Life, suggests
that The Faerie Queene is a moral allegory in which “St. George defeats error, falls into
pride, is dominated by despair, purged by penance, raised by contemplation, and finally
defeats the devil” (2). Yet another interesting suggestion for the allegory in Book I is
made by Frank Kermode:
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[TThe historical allegory of Book I treats the history of the true church from its
beginnings to the Last Judgement in its conflict with the Church of Rome.
According to this reading, the Red Cross Knight’s subjection to Orgoglio in canto
vii refers to the popish captivity of England from Gregory VII to Wyclif [...] and
the six years that the Red Cross Knight must serve the Faerie Queene before he
may return to Eden refers to the six years of Mary Tudor’s reign when England
was subject to the Church of Rome. (Hamilton 9)

Regardless in the choice of allegory one chooses to read in Book I of The Faerie
Queene, it is clear that Spenser’s knight is a slayer who quests for holiness. But Red
Crosse’s quest to help the distressed damsel Una directly parallels and emphasizes his
quest to save the distressed church. Spenser’s likening of Red Crosse to a knight of a
Middle English romance is positive, because the knight is on a quest to rescue what is
endangered, whether it is a woman or his faith.

John Donne, on the other hand, satirically emphasizes the stereotypical knight of
the Middle English romances, the travailer, in his Holy Sonnet XVIII, “Show me deare
Christ, thy spouse, so bright and cleare.” Depicting the knight as a travailer accurately
reflects the religious attitude of early seventeenth-century England, which was a time
“in which God and Satan, heaven and hell, were radiant or lurid realities” (Bush 294),
and when people were still struggling, still “travailing,” to find the True Church. Like
Askew, Donne was born Catholic. He converted to the Protestant faith, and “towards
the end of the first decade of the [seventeenth] century he was interesting himself in the
work of the Dean of Gloucester, Thomas Morton, who was writing anti-Catholic
propaganda” (Rudrum et al 102). Because of writing like that of Spenser’s mentioned
earlier, a tradition existed for Donne in which he could compose work that was not only
anti-Catholic, but work that questioned and even attacked various branches of
Christianity. Donne later became dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, and went on to become
“the most famous preacher of his age” (102).

Donne is extremely well known for secular love poems like “The Flea,” poems
in which he expresses love through elaborate metaphysical conceits. Similarly, in his
religious poetry, Donne expresses religion by means other than religious terminology:
Anthony Low quotes Winfried Schleiner that it is a “widely publicized observation that
Donne expresses religion through human love” (201). It is important to note the way in
which Donne portrays human love in his religious poetry, especially since the knight of
Donne’s Holy Sonnet XVIII under examination is, in part, questing after the love of a
woman. Low goes on to demonstrate where Donne himself “indicates why he found the
language of sexual love appropriate in speaking about divine matter” by citing Donne’s
own sermon given at Whitehall in late February of 1625 or 1626: “GOD is Love, and
the Holy Ghost is amorous in his Metaphors; everie where his Scriptures abound with
the notions of Love, of Spouse, and Husband, and Marriadge Songs, and Marriadge
Supper, and Marriadge-Bedde” (Low 201). This is a noteworthy observation because
the very index line of the holy sonnet “Show me deare Christ, thy spouse, so bright and
cleare” is inquiring about Christ’s spouse, and reinforces the assumption that “[t]he
strongest emotion in his divine poems, especially the Holy Sonnets, is probably that
between man and woman, husband and wife” (Low 207).

According to Low, then, the image of the knight questing after the True Church
(which in Holy Sonnet XVIII should be viewed as the female presence), is of the utmost
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importance. Low himself writes that Donne openly “incorporates additional imagery
from the courtly love romance tradition,” where “the soul becomes a questing,
masculine knight; the object of its love is a maiden, who must first be actively sought
and courted before she can be loved” (Low 215). This assumption is also clearly
supported by Elizabeth Hodgson in Gender and the Sacred Self in John Donne, in
which she asserts that

Throughout the poem, the speaker figures the Church of this sonnet according to
traditionally female social idealizations. She is a courtly beloved, pursued by
“adventuring knights” whose desire is to “make love” to her (9-10). Donne’s
disbelieving questions, “Is she selfe truth and errs? now new, now outwore?” (6)
also invoke images of the “errant Ecclesia,” the Church as Rahab, wandering the
wilderness until Christ’s return (like Una in the Faerie Queene). (Hodgson 106)

Donne does not use the image of the knight in order to create as positive an
association as both Askew and Spenser. Donne uses the knight to represent one’s
laboring quest to find faith and the “true” church, since, as Frank Warnke notes, “even
after his ordination, Donne was in some doubt whether the true Church was Rome,
Canterbury, or Geneva” (110). Donne’s constant sense of doubt and anxiety concerning
the various factions of Christianity and which one has the “right” beliefs is also obvious
in “Satyre III,” in which he asks

Foole and wretch, wilt thou let thy Soule be tyed
To mans lawes, by which she shall not be tryed
At the last day? Will it then boot thee

To say a Philip, or a Gregory,

A Harry, or a Martin taught thee this? (93-7)

Similarly, Low argues that “[t]here is no need to point out how anxious and disturbed
Donne is about the life-and-death question of identifying the true Church, the Bride of
Christ, and of discriminating it from false, harlot churches, whether Catholic or Puritan”
(214). Donne’s struggle is clearly illustrated in the following lines:

Is [Christ’s spouse] selfe truth and errs? Now new, now outwore?
Doth she, and did she, and shall she evermore

On one, on seaven, or on no hill appeare?

Dwells she with us, or like adventuring knights

First travaile we to seeke and then make love? (9-10).

The continuous use of interrogatives in this selected passage clearly demonstrates that
the narrator is unclear of what the “true” faith is, or where he is able to find it. Most
importantly, however, is the use of the interrogative concerning the knight; it implies
that the knight is unsure of what he should be doing or just exactly what his mission is.
Donne’s knight does not encounter anything incredible, as Keen suggests seems typical
for a knight. In fact, it seems as if all Donne’s knight is concerned with is finding the
lady not for her own sake, but rather just so he can make love to her. This is Donne’s
cutting satire at work; perhaps he is suggesting that for some people, claiming to have
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found faith is all that is necessary. Once they have conquered that task, just like the
knight who has found and conquered the maiden, it is not necessary to practice their
faith devoutly and continuously.

Donne’s nameless knight is not like the Red Crosse knight who knows he must
slay the dragon in Una’s garden, or like Lancelot on a quest for the Holy Grail. Since
his knight is unsure of his duty, Donne implies, then, that only after laboring to find
Christ’s spouse (which here can be equated to one’s faith or the True Church) can one
become intimate with her. Donne’s image of the knight winning the lady he has rescued
is a negative one here, since Donne makes it painfully clear that finding Truth can never
be that simple. He writes the Truth rests at the peak of a towering mountain: “On a huge
hill, / Cragg’d and steep, Truth stands” (Satyre 79-80). It is essential that one draw the
link between “Show me dear Christ, thy spouse, so bright and cleare” and “Satyre III”
because, as Hodgson notes, the two poems can and should be read as parallel pieces
(105).

In comparing these two pieces, it is clear that Donne suggests that he alone
cannot rescue faith, but he can search for it and be rescued by remaining faithful.
Clearly the knight in his poem cannot find Truth, then, since he is familiar with the
pattern of the quest in which he rescues a woman and then makes love to her: this
pattern would demonstrate Donne’s anxiety of the Church appearing as a whore. So
Donne, unlike the knight in his poem, knows what he is searching for, and once he finds
it, will be made better by it. His knight, however, will have to keep questing and
clinging to the women he rescues—he may find brief joy in the arms of these women,
but it is unlikely he will find the everlasting joy of Truth.

Donne’s knight is a stark contrast to that of Askew’s. Her knight is a symbol of
faith and protection. Askew’s knight acts as a shield between herself and her
persecutors—he is a grand figure that helps to defend her as she battles to preserve her
faith. Askew implicitly refers to herself as a knight as well, and therefore, clearly
considers the knight as a positive figure. Red Crosse, the embodiment of holiness,
amplifies the classic traits of the Middle English romance knight as well, and these traits
are a positive construction for Spenser, whose knight is set on a quest that involves both
distressed women and distressed churches; all the while Red Crosse encounters
extraordinary things and in the end, he is successful. For Donne, however, the knight is
unclear of his exact quest, and as such, the typical knight of the Middle English
romances functions as a satire on those who cling to and love a faith that in Donne’s
eyes, is not the True or right faith.

Obviously Askew, Spenser, and Donne highlight different aspects of the knight
figure to suit each one’s purpose, and over the course of nearly 100 years, the image of
the knight shifts radically. Each of these poets recognizes the importance of the figure
of the knight and because of these three poets, the popular medieval figure of the knight
is not absent from Renaissance religious verse, but the way in which the knight is used
and just what it is meant to symbolize varies drastically. This variety is made quite clear
in comparing poetry by Anne Askew, Edmund Spenser, and John Donne, who although
they were Protestants writing about their religion, did not use the image to achieve the
same ends. However, even though the purpose of the figure of the knight may change
from work to work, one element remains constant: each author’s attitude about religion,
and that is an attitude of unwavering devotion.
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Ozet

Kurtaricl, Vahsi Katil, Seyyah:
Ingiliz Ronesans Donemi Dini Siirinde Sovalye Imgesi

Ingiliz Roénesans donemi dini siirinde sovalyelerin birden bire ortadan kalkan
gorilintiisi, daha Onceki donemlerin edebiyatinda sovalyelerin zengin varligini
diisiiniince sasirtict bir seyir gosterir. Bu durum, Ronesans oOncesi donemde,
sovalyelerin dini davalarla neredeyse 6zdes olmasi sebebi ile daha da dikkat ¢ekici bir
durum arz eder. Dini siirlerinde sovalye figiliriinii konu edinen Ronesans sairlerinden
iicii “The Balade which Anne Askewe made and sange whan she was in Newgate” siiri
ile Anne Askew, The Faerie Queene isimli dnemli eseri ile Edmund Spenser ve Holly
Sonnet XVIII “Show me deare Christ, thy spouse, so bright and cleare” ile John
Donne’dir. Benzer inanglar1 tagisalar da, bu yazarlar sovalyeleri ayni sekilde
kullanmazlar, sovalyelere doniik gondermeleri farkli amaglara hizmet eder. Askew icin,
sovalye sayg1 deger bir figiir ve korumanin simgesidir; Spenser i¢in sévalye hem gergek
hem de sembolik yilanlar1 (iblisleri) alt etmek igin bir tiir kutsallik yolculuguna ¢ikisi
temsil eder ve Donne icin sovalye mitsel gegmisi ve inanci ve gercek dini bulmak igin
yapilmasi gereken yolculugu temsil eder. Ronenans donemi yazinmnin yiizyili askin
stiresi boyunca dini siirde sovalye figilirliniin amact son derece temel bir degisim
gosterir.



Tracing George Orwell’s Anti-Colonial Spirit in William Boyd’s
A Good Man in Africa: A Comparative Study’

Juan Francisco Elices Agudo

A critical approach to George Orwell does not only mean to deal with his literary
production but also with his personal, political and philosophical ideas. It seems,
however, that the examinations of his life and work are so prolific that new attempts to
explore his narrative, essayist and journalistic contributions may somehow sound
repetitive or unoriginal. In this sense, Orwell has been studied as a satirist, social
commentator and political dissident, factors that have encumbered him as a literary
landmark for both coetaneous and contemporary writers. Besides his literary quality, it
should also be argued that the significance of his work allowed Orwell to trespass the
literary boundaries to become a socio-cultural icon in a period of convulsion and
uncertainty. The worlds, characters and jargon created in Animal Farm (1945) and
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1948) are now part of the British idiosyncrasy, which has
gradually normalised the use of such Orwellian terms as ‘Newspeak’, ‘Thought Police’
or ‘Doublespeak’, among others. It is no wonder that the literary influence exerted by
the novelist and the critical spirit his work conveys have inspired a remarkable number
of authors in the construction of their narrative universe.” Also, it is my contention that
it can be through the comparison with these writers that the themes and motifs of
Orwell’s oeuvre can be further explored and re-examined. This is precisely the aim of
this paper, that is, to delineate a comparative study between Orwell’s Burmese Days
(1934) and William Boyd’s 4 Good Man in Africa (1981), focusing particularly on the
way the anti-colonial stance of the former can be traced in the latter and how both
authors draw on satire in order to unmask the evils of British imperialism in Asia and
Africa, respectively. This comparison will concentrate, first, on inferring the
parallelisms that exist with regard to the use of settings, characterisation and
interrelationships, and, secondly, on detecting the satiric strategies Orwell and Boyd
employ to elaborate their critique.

Apart from the literary connections that can be established between the two
novelists, it can be observed that their lives show significant similarities as well. Orwell
was born in Bengal, where his father worked as a supervisor in the Opium Department
in charge of controlling the production and commercialisation of the drug. Orwell spent
the first year of his life in Bengal, moving to England with his mother and sister
Marjorie in 1904. In Boyd’s case, he was born in Ghana, where his parents were
working as local practitioners, and, similarly to Orwell, he also left Africa at the age of

*All references are to George Orwell’s Burmese Days, (San Diego 1934) and William Boyd’s 4
Good Man in Africa, (London 1981).

' This paper has been elaborated thanks to the funding and academic support of the national
research project “Reescritura y géneros populares en la novela inglesa reciente (1975-2000)”
[BFF2000-0756] granted by the Ministerio de Educacion y Cultura.

2 Many authors —among whom we could refer to Julian Barnes, Ben Elton, Robert Harris, James
Lovegrove or Zoé Fairbairns— have declared their indebtedness to George Orwell’s genius.
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nine to receive school education at Glasgow. Curiously, both Orwell and Boyd —after
receiving their university degrees— took up jobs they eventually quitted, for they did not
live up to their real professional expectations. On the one hand, Orwell joined the Indian
Imperial Police dispatched in Burma when he was just nineteen years old, a period that
coincided with the beginning of Britain’s colonial decline. On the other, Boyd became a
lecturer on literary theory at Oxford University, which, according to the author, proved
to be a rather disheartening experience.’

Orwell repeatedly commented that he applied for this post due to familial
pressures and to his decision of not continuing with his education at Oxford or
Cambridge. However, as Michael Shelden points out: “The dry routine of social life in
Mandalay’s polite society bored him, especially the tiresome ceremony that he had been
obliged to perform shortly after his arrival” (90). Among the many reasons that could
explain this sense of professional dislocation, it seems to be the clash between their
desire to become writers and their respective realities what strengthens their literary
closeness. Most critics, especially Abrahams and Stansky, agree that Orwell silently
looked forward to writing and that this aspiration collided with his father’s reactionary
mentality. This explains why he never dared to confess that his real motivation was well
beyond the colonial venture.* Like Orwell, who after five years at India decided to
return to England to set out his career as a writer, Boyd eventually gave up his
lectureship at Oxford to complete some of the works he had initiated during his teaching
years. It is also noteworthy that, before Burmese Days and A4 Good Man in Africa’ came
out, Orwell and Boyd had already written two early novels that remained unpublished
because, according to the authors, they lacked the necessary literary quality.® It is worth
noting that Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa are Orwell and Boyd’s opera
prima and, curiously enough, both of them are conceived of as denunciation of the
British colonial performance.

Their exploration of African and Indian colonisation also point to significant
concomitances since both processes revealed the intricacies that underlay British
imperialism. The situation of colonial Africa does not differ much from the exploitative

* In this respect, Boyd argues: “It’s a nice place to live, but it is small, rather inward-looking
provincial town, whatever its reputation mythology surrounds it. Having dinner at High Table in
an Oxford college, which reputed to be one of the greatest intellectual treats of all time, is for me
a nightmare, because it’s very, very boring. A lifetime of that seemed to be a terrible sentence”
(Publisher’s 56).

* Abrahams and Stansky allude to the fact that Orwell always tried to dissimulate his devotion for
writing, although there were phases in which he planned to abandon his post in Burma to become
a full-time writer: “There he states that he left Burma because, among other reasons he ‘had the
vague idea of writing books’. But in 1946, in “Why I Write’, he tells us that the years between the
ages of seventeen and twenty-four were those when he ‘tried to abandon’ the idea of becoming a
writer” (171).

> Boyd situates the action of 4 Good Man in Africa in a little African region, Nkongsamba, where
he is going to describe the turbulent existence of Morgan Leafy, Secretary of the British High
Commissioner. The novel is framed within a climate of political upheavals and social tension that
result from the administrative inefficiency of the British officials dispatched in Africa.

® With respect to Orwell, J. R. Hammond points out that: “When living in Paris in 1928-9 it is
known that he wrote two novels but later destroyed them when they were rejected” (90).
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practices carried out in India, which eventually became Britain’s most important
colonial outpost and one of the Empire’s crucial economic centres. Although there were
also noticeable commercial interests, the colonisation of Africa also pursued the
introduction of a series of values that reflected the Eurocentric ethos. Behind the fagade
of a pretended civilising and reforming spirit, British colonisation of Africa sought to
annihilate all the cultural vestiges of the continent as a way to facilitate the introduction
of its own moral and ethical codes. Through all means possible —including literature—,
the imperial force sought to perpetuate the dichotomies ‘I-Other’; ‘black-white’;
‘savage-civilised’ in an attempt to undermine the African identity. With the arrival of
such critics and theorists as Frantz Fanon, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, Chinua Achebe or
Albert Memmi, the appreciation of imperial Africa began to undergo a gradual
transformation, for they all claimed that colonised countries must strive for the
recuperation of their cultural, socio-political and linguistic sources. India, on the other
hand, emerged as a decisive enclave for Britain’s commercial activities, as Burmese
Days faithfully portrays. Its agricultural richness and its strategic location turned the
sub-continent into a very desirable outpost especially for Britain and France.

Although Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa cannot be categorised as
fully autobiographical accounts, it could be argued that they recollect some of the
experiences the authors endured during the period they spent in Burma and Ghana
respectively. Both novels focus on a secluded group of British administrators that
become the object of the novelists’ most biting satiric comments. Similarly, the success
of their satire resides in their capacity to recreate a series of settings where characters
give away the corruptive practices that lie beneath British colonisation. In Burmese
Days, Orwell articulates the narration around a British club, which, despite its
appearance of exclusiveness, is paradoxically depicted as a semi-ruined building.’
During the years of Orwell’s service as police officer, the club was regarded not only as
the place where the British delegates gathered but also as a secluded microcosm where
the presence of natives —with the exception of servants and butlers— was completely
forbidden. Contrary to his fellow officers, Orwell’s reluctance to take part in the social
life of clubs confirms that the author could not bear an atmosphere that reminded him of
his school days at elitist Eton. As Shelden suggests: “While Beadon and Jones were
enjoying themselves at the Upper Burma Club in Mandalay, Blair would stay behind
and read in his room” (88).

However, the picture of club life Orwell presents in Burmese Days emerges as a
forthright attack directed against the pillars of the British colonial activities. Whilst
native population —especially Dr Veraswani— regard the club as an emblem of prestige
and distinction, the heavy-drinking habits and the slanderous character of its members
demystify its pretended image.® It is precisely this desire of exclusiveness and self-

7 Urmila Seshagari establishes a sound equation between the derelict state of the club and the
decadence of the British Empire: ‘But the Club’s actual appearance belies its symbolic value and
evokes the British Empire’s decline rather than its potency; the effort to create a microcosm of
England yields only a veneer of civilization that cannot conceal its own decay and degeneracy’
(107).

8 In relation to this situation, John Atkins comments that: ‘Burma received irritable officials,
Scotch whisky and Club lounging and never saw any worthwhile samples of English art and
culture’ (72).
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isolation that reinforces Orwell’s satiric mockery, since it enables him to explore the
nature of prejudice, the exalted Eurocentric claims and the weaknesses of British
colonial rule in close-up. In a clearly Orwellian turn, which echoes the vigorous slogans
of Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, Ellis, the epitome of racist bigotry in the
novel, puts forward the foundations that should stand at the basis of the ideal British
club: “My God, I should have thought in a case like this, when it’s a question of keeping
those black, stinking swine out of the only place where we can enjoy ourselves, you’d
have the decency to back me up. Even if the pot-bellied, greasy little sod of a nigger
doctor is your best pal” (23). This passage reproduces the attitudes Orwell perceived
around him and which progressively impelled him to admonish the tasks he was
undertaking in Burma. According to John Gross:

However much the more enlightened variety of imperialist may try to persuade
himself that he is working towards an eventual goal of equality between the
races, in European imperialism as it has actually developed there is an
ineradicable core of racial supremacy, aptly symbolized in the novel, as it so
often was in real life, by the bristling exclusiveness of the club. (33)

Most biographers and theorists that have dealt with Orwell’s life and work point out that
Burmese Days constituted an outlet through which the author was able to expiate his
colonial sins. In relation to this idea, Jeffrey Meyers recalls the reflections upon his
years in Burma that Orwell includes in The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), in which the
author worriedly attempted to come to terms with his shameful colonialist past: “I hated
the imperialism I was serving with a bitterness which I probably cannot make clear ... it
is not possible to be a part of such system without recognizing it as an unjustifiable
tyranny ... I was conscious of an immense weight of guilt I had got to expiate” (66).
This can explain why in Burmese Days, the club turns out to be the vehicle through
which Orwell channels his bitter resentment towards his country’s governmental
aimlessness.’

In A Good Man in Africa, Boyd also introduces an isolated British outpost in
order to denounce the futility of the British colonial domination in Africa. The action
primarily develops in the so-called High Commission —the political and administrative
centre of Nkongsamba— where Boyd presents a series of British administrators as the
originators of political corruption and colonial malpractices. If Orwell identified club
members with a conspicuous lack of professional responsibilities and sources of
idleness, the High Commission shows similar frailties, which come to heighten the
social affectation and pseudo-pretentiousness of the British ruling classes in
Nkongsamba. In this context Boyd seeks to examine the political chicanery that lies
beneath the administration of any colonial territory for which, like Orwell, he constructs
a British microcosm where he exposes the pettiness of the delegates dispatched in
Africa. The following passage illustrates how the author gradually discovers that,

? This is precisely at this governmental aimlessness where, according to David Wykes, resided the
incongruities of British colonialism: ‘Orwell used the terms “imperialism” and “colonialism”
interchangeably. For him the motive of Empire was simply greed. Colonies existed for the
material advantage of the colonial power, and the ideological and institutional superstructure of
colonialism rested on that sole foundation’ (63).



Tracing Orwell’s Anti-Colonial Spirit 17

behind its fagade of political righteousness, the High Commission ignores its duties to
become a simple venue for parties and jamborees:

But it wasn’t always shrouded in this nostalgic fog for him: there were bar-flies
and bores, lounge-lizards and lechers. Adulterers and cuckolds brushed shoulders
in the billiard rooms, idle wives played bridge or tennis or sunbathed round the
pool, their children in the care of nannies, their housework undertaken by
stewards, their husbands earning comfortable salaries all day. They gossiped and
bitched, thought about having affairs and sometimes did, and the dangerous
languor that infected their hot cloudless days set many a time-bomb ticking
beneath their cosy, united nuclear families. (45)

The authors’ exploration of social life in Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa
allow readers to realise that they tend to focus on the same follies. Both the club and the
High Commission are characterised by the gossiping nature, the promiscuity and the
cult of appearances of their members, which even lead Flory, the protagonist of
Orwell’s novel, to argue that booze was ‘the cement of Empire’ (39)."

Besides settings, characters become crucial elements to reinforce the writers’
anti-colonial positioning. Among the many resemblances that can be pointed out, I
would like to draw attention to Sam Adekunle —leader of the Kinjanjan National Party
in 4 Good Man in Africa— and U Po Kyin —the Subdivisional Magistrate of Kyauktada
in Burmese Days. Most colonial processes bring about the emergence of two contending
forces who strive, on the one hand, to impose a new socio-political and economic
system and, on the other, to struggle for the preservation of the country’s cultural
background. However, many postcolonial theorists, especially Frantz Fanon, argue that,
once the colonisation of the land is completed and the foreign power takes over, there is
often a small local bourgeoisie that progressively departs from the claims of the native
population in order to ally with the policy of the imperial agent. As Fanon puts it: “The
national bourgeoisie turns its back more and more on the interior and on the real facts of
its undeveloped country, and tends to look toward the former mother country and the
foreign capitalists who count on its obliging compliance. And it does not share its
profits with the people” (165).

Both U Po Kyin and Sam Adekunle would represent the figure of the native who
betrays his roots to seek acceptance among the members of the ruling power. As for
Adekunle, his sole goal is to reach the local presidency he is running for in order to
reaffirm his bonds with Great Britain, whose political world turns out to be much more
seductive. Throughout A Good Man in Africa, Adekunle becomes a habitual attendant
to the events organised by the British High Commissioner and that he flies regularly to
London for business matters.'' However, by means of a populist discourse and an

10 Flory’s comment seems to respond to the reality Orwell perceived around him in Burma.
Laurence Brander exposes the idleness that characterise club life: ‘As in many up-country
stations, the club was the place where the half-dozen English residents met to read the papers,
play bridge, billiards and tennis, and generally be gregarious without the constraints of being on
show’ (78-79).

" The narrator describes the aims of the KNP in the following passage: ‘He turned to the last
page and read his final memorandum to the effect that the KNP and Adekunle were the most pro-
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outward image that pretends to demonstrate his national commitment, Adekunle also
exhibits a series of inner conflicts that Boyd satirises. The double-sidedness of the
character can be better appreciated in the following excerpt, in which the contrast of
appearances and reality produce a highly parodic moment: “Now, looking down on the
herd of loyal subjects, Morgan saw Adekunle standing by the beer bar with a white
woman he took to be the politician’s wife. Adekunle was wearing native dress and was
carrying a carved ebony stick” (112). Bearing in mind Adekunle’s pro-British stance,
the fact of wearing typical local garments strengthens his hypocritical attitude and
validates Fanon’s theories about the ambiguous stance of this local bourgeoisie with
respect to the colonial process.

In Orwell’s oeuvre the inclusion of characters such as Napoleon or Snowball in
Animal Farm or Big Brother in Nineteen Eighty-Four responds to the author’s necessity
to deal with the sources of villainy. His conscientious explorations of tyranny,
authoritarianism and social injustice found in these characters the best means of
articulating not only the dystopic scenarios of his late novels but of voicing his inner
fears as well. In Burmese Days evil is represented by U Po Kyin, who, like Adekunle,
disguises his mischievous intentions behind a veil of apparent integrity, an attitude that
drives him to gain the general respect of the citizenship: “As a magistrate his methods
were simple.... His practice, a much safer one, was to take bribes from both sides and
then decide the case on strictly legal grounds. This won him a useful reputation for
impartiality” (6-7). From the novel’s opening pages, it is easy to appreciate that U Po
Kyin is prone to become a source of satire for Orwell, who recurs to exaggeration and
caricature to distort the character’s image. The novelist focuses on the grotesque figure
of the magistrate, presenting him as though he were a disproportionate statue:
‘Unblinkingly, rather like a great porcelain idol, U Po Kyin gazed out into the fierce
sunlight. He was a man of fifty, so fat that for years he had not risen from his chair
without help, and yet shapely and beautiful in his grossness; for the Burmese do not sag
and bulge like white men, but grow fat symmetrically, like fruits swelling’ (5).

Both U Po Kyin and Adekunle undermine their political credibility by means of
upholding bribery and blackmailing, which they consider necessary for the prospective
development of their regions. However, it is their quasi-obsessive desire to enjoy the
appealing British life that enhances the connections between the two characters. In U Po
Kyin’s case, his ambition to join the British club induces him to, by means of false
accusations, discredit other candidates and to provoke street upheavals. As these lines
demonstrate, the British club bears a quasi-religious significance for Po Kyin: “The
European Club, that remote mysterious temple, that holy of holies far harder of entry
than Nirvana! Po Kyin, the naked gutter-boy of Mandalay, the thieving clerk and
obscure official, would enter that sacred place, call Europeans ‘old chap’, drink whisky
and soda and knock white balls to and fro on the green table” (143). According to some
critics, U Po Kyin unmasks Orwell’s initial ambivalence towards his role as an Imperial
Police officer, since he often revealed a certain distrust towards the local political
administrators. Furthermore, U Po Kyin enables Orwell to widen the spectrum of his

British of the assorted rag-bag of political parties contesting the future elections and the one
whose victory would be most likely to ensure the safety of UK investment —heavy, and heavily
profitable— and to encourage its maintenance and expansion in the coming years’ (20).
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satiric indictment since, according to Christopher Hollis, he took for granted that: “He
never, even in his mood of greatest extravagance in this sentimentality, thought that that
meant that every individual of a subject race was of angelic nature. On the contrary, if
the British left Burma, then the obviously Burma would fall under the rule of the most
ruthless and wicked of the Burmese” (34).

Besides U Po Kyin and Sam Adekunle, Burmese Days and A Good Man in
Africa focus on other characters that are essential to understand the authors’ anti-
colonial stance. Being two clearly anti-heroic novels, it is no wonder that their main
roles are reserved for two anti-heroes. John Flory is the protagonist of Orwell’s
narration and the only one that is capable of seeing through the unfairness of
colonialism. The author builds up a character whose only aspiration is to lead a solitary
and, on most occasions, unfruitful crusade against racial bigotry, an attitude that turns
him into an object of humiliation and scorn for the rest of club members. His anti-
heroism resides precisely in his vain defence of a set of values that Orwell regards as
unsustainable in a period in which pragmatism prevails. Morgan Leafy maintains a
more sceptical position and shows a far less committed position with respect to
Nkongsamba’s socio-political controversies. Leafy is characterised by his narrow-
mindedness and the belief that life in Africa is simply a matter of ‘beer and sex: sex and
beer’ (41). Unlike Flory, whose involvement progressively transforms him into an
undesirable figure, Leafy is rather reluctant to take part in anything that might endanger
his already vulnerable position. However, the turbulent situation Nkongsamba goes
through and the inefficiency of the administrators he works for ends up implicating
Leafy in the most bizarre circumstances. In this case, his anti-heroism is even more
conspicuous since his evolution throughout the novel is marked by his misfortunes,
either because he is the direct responsible or because he is the victim of others’
negligence.

However, as Andy Warhol once stated, everyone has a sudden yet ephemeral
moment of glory. Both Flory and Leafy are involuntarily involved in a series of events
in which they have to conceal their second-ratedness to behave temporarily as heroes. In
Burmese Days, the tension that exists between the local population and the British
administrators grows so unbearable that the upheaval finally breaks out. The club is
rapidly besieged and its members start panicking. Boyd depicts a parallel situation in
which the Nkongsambians begin to threaten the High Commission after the results of
the elections come out. The fact that both Flory and Leafy assume a responsibility they
have systematically avoided somehow appears as a further ironic debasement of life in
the colonies. In first instance, their decision to act as decoys in order to alert the
authorities about the ongoing turmoil seems to be heroic and praiseworthy. While Flory
has to wade a river to reach the central police station, Leafy has to drive through the
masses that surround the High Commission to take the Commissioner’s wife to a safe
place. In the following passage, the reader is astounded by the courageous disposition
Leafy shows and which clashes with his usual indifference: “‘Not you, Arthur,” he said,
a surge of confidence flooding through his body, ‘Me. I’ll go in your place as a decoy.
I’1l lead the crowd away and then the rest of you can make your escape’”(295).

Curiously, for the conscience of the British administrators, the actions of Flory
and Leafy succeed because they help to preserve not only their own personal security
but also to maintain the colonial order, as Orwell shows with utter crudity in this
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quotation: “The whole body of policemen, military and civil, about a hundred and fifty
men in all, had attacked the crowd from the rear, armed only with sticks. They had been
utterly engulfed. The crowd was so dense that it was like an enormous swarm of bees
seething and rotating” (251). Nonetheless, even when they seemed to have reached
public recognition, reality soon overthrows the pseudo-heroic stance both characters
momentarily achieve. In 4 Good Man in Africa, Leafy, by choosing the wrong direction
in a crossroads, eventually returns to the core of the riot. Flory, who, like Leafy, is
addressed as a ‘good man’ after his brave ordeal, encounters his native lover who
unmasks an affair he had tried to keep in secret, turning him again into an object of
public scorn. Furthermore, the ending of both characters demonstrates to what extent
their anti-heroism has become an intrinsic part of their respective existences. On the one
hand, Leafy, after knowing that Sam Adekunle has won the local elections, confirms
that evil is inseparable from the very essence of the human condition. As he resignedly
confesses: “The Adekunles in his world always came out on top” (288). Flory’s ending
is even more tragic since, after realising that his life is no longer meaningful, commits
suicide: “He could hear the servants running out of their quarters and shouting —they
must have heard the sound of the shot. He hurriedly tore open his coat and pressed the
muzzle of the pistol against his shirt.... Flory pulled the trigger with his thumb” (281).
The endings of both characters evince what some satire theorists, especially Alvin
Kernan, have suggested about the presence of a hint of ideal satirists recreate in their
works. Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa are set in two worlds dominated by
chicanery and dereliction, in which only few characters can get round their effects.
However, as Kernan suggests: “Although there is always at least a suggestion of some
kind of humane ideal in satire, this ideal is never heavily stressed, for in the satirist’s
vision of the world decency is forever in a precarious position near the edge of
extinction, and the world is about to pass into eternal darkness” (168).

So far, the analysis of characters in Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa has
centred on their male protagonists. Although critics have not usually paid much
attention to the presence of female characters in Orwell and Boyd, we could argue that
their role in the two novels is very significant. The parallelisms that can be inferred are
even more recurrent than with male characters, since the function of women clearly
triggers questions that are central to colonialism and the ideological foundations that
enforce it. Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa show two identifiable sets of
female characters, which symbolically point to the racial divide authors explore. On the
one hand, Elizabeth Lackersteen and Priscilla Fanshawe come to represent the figure of
those young British ladies who travel to the colonies in order to enjoy the privileges that
close relatives provide them with. Both characters awaken the attraction of Flory and
Leafy respectively, who aspire to begin a sentimental relationship in spite of the huge
differences that separate them. Elizabeth enables Orwell to establish clearly the
differences that exist between the British administrators and the native population. With
this character, the author strengthens the concept of microcosm alluded to before, in the
sense that colonisers repeatedly show a sheer reluctance to integrate within the local
socio-cultural reality. Through Elizabeth, Orwell manifests the stereotypes with which
the colonialist agenda was supported and which allowed its advocates to defend the
rigid dichotomy between civilised, Eurocentric postulates as opposed to the savagery of
the natives.
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Burmese Days is quite prolific in the inclusion of scenes in which these two
premises clash, provoking the re-emergence of long and unresolved issues concerning
racial differences. Trying to show his feelings for Elizabeth, Flory invites her to a tribal
celebration, although her reaction is not the expected: “What was she doing in this
place? Surely it was not right to be sitting among the black people like this, almost
touching them, in the scent of their garlic and their sweat? Why was she not back with
other white people? Why had he brought her here, among this horde of natives, to watch
this hideous and savage spectacle?” (105-106). Although Elizabeth’s inner monologue
again reveals the usual pejorative and stereotypical discourse of the coloniser, the fact is
that the situation Orwell depicts dismantles the stagnant binary opposition ‘Us-Them’
that lies at the basis of the colonial agenda. It is quite paradoxical to see Elizabeth —a
member of the so-called WASP mainstream— experiencing what ‘Otherness’ means,
since, in this context, Elizabeth no longer holds the inherent superiority that colonial
thought has traditionally embraced, but a rather disadvantaged and uncomfortable
position. As regards the role of Priscilla Fanshawe in 4 Good Man in Africa, the
similarities that can be drawn with respect to Elizabeth Lackersteen are notorious. As
Orwell’s character, Priscilla’s life in Nkongsamba is almost restricted to the parties and
jamborees that are hosted by the British High Commission, thus having no contact
whatsoever with members of the native population. Like Elizabeth, Priscilla forms part
of the high society and also awakens the attraction of the novel’s protagonist. She
emerges as a character that takes advantage of her father’s position in order to benefit
from the privileges it unquestionably confers. One suitable example is the way she
manages to place her husband-to-be in a post of certain responsibility within the High
Commission although his qualifications are more than dubious, a fact that reveals the
inner corruptions that underlie the administration.

Following with the comparison of characters in both novels, the figure of the
doctor is particularly relevant in Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa. Doctors play
a central role not only due to their narrative significance but also as regards satiric
considerations. Dr Murray in A Good Man in Africa and Dr Veraswani in Burmese Days
appear as the last two exponents of righteousness and credibility in the suffocating
worlds Boyd and Orwell construct. Dr Murray'” is a local physician in Nkongsamba
whose moral and professional integrity is often threatened by the political contrivances
plotted by Sam Adekunle. Veraswani, on the other hand, is a learned and easy-going
man who looks forward to joining the British club, which he regards as an emblem of
prestige and social distinction. The personality and behaviour of both characters can
enable us to establish a link with some of the theories on the association of satire with
medical practices Mary Claire Randolph puts forward in her works. Randolph states
that, in medieval and renaissance times, satirists were frequently attributed medical
faculties since their main concern was literally to extirpate vice and corruption from
society. Metaphors related to the medical realm were often applied to satirists, whose

2y is rather complex to discern whether William Boyd purposefully selected this name for this
character, but it is a coincidence that his father’s name is the same (Alexander Murray Boyd).
Both are local physicians in little African regions. It seems, thus, that we can perhaps retrieve
certain biographical details from this character.



22 Interactions

pens were seen as scalpels and their writing materials were related to surgery. As
Randolph states:

[t]o the Renaissance critic and satirist, satire is a scourge, a whip, a surgeon’s a
surgeon scalpel, a cauterizing iron, a strong cathartic; its mission is to flay, to cut,
to burn, to blister, and to purge; its object is now a culprit, a victim, a criminal,
and now an ailing, submissive patient, a sick person, bursting with contagion; and
the satirist himself is a whipper, a scourger, a barber surgeon, an executioner, a
‘doctor of physik. (34)

In fact, Murray somehow assumes this function and begins a lonely fight against the
political chicanery of both the High Commission and the KNP, which, as the novel
demonstrates, turns out to be completely unsuccessful. In spite of his effortless —yet
pointless— struggle, the ending of Dr Murray upholds the apocalyptic message Boyd
occasionally conveys in 4 Good Man in Africa, since honesty is penalised whilst evil
triumphs. While he is driving, Dr Murray has a car accident and dies, causing an
unbearable shock in Leafy. In the following passage, his silence after knowing the tragic
event reveals that, with Murray’s death, all hopes and expectations vanish:

‘It’s just a routine call, sir, whenever there is a death. To pass on the
information.” ‘A death?’ ‘Of a British subject.” Morgan felt his heart begin to
beat faster. He took a deep breath. He shut his eyes, a tremor passing through his
body. ‘I see,” he said. “Who is he?” ‘A man. A Dr Murray. Dr Alexander Murray.
From the university... Hello Mr Leafy. Are you still there?’ (310)

If we recall Kernan’s words when he pointed out that the hints of ideal that usually
appear in satiric literature end up being ostracised by the generalised wickedness, Dr
Murray would again be a good means of exemplifying the critic’s postulates. Also, as
will be stated later, Murray symbolises the difficulties that the satirist has for closing a
work, in the sense that the writer’s struggle to do away with vice cannot be limited
within the frame of a novel or poem.

Although Dr Veraswani’s end is not that tragic, it can be observed that his
evolution throughout Burmese Days is full of hindrances and humiliations, most of them
as a result of his racial condition. It was suggested above that his main aspiration is to
join the club, in spite of its unanimous rejection to accept a coloured man. Veraswani
only finds the support and encouragement of Flory who, due to his proximity to the
doctor, is also repudiated by the most xenophobic members. Contrarily to Dr Murray,
Veraswani is astounded by anything related to the British iconography, which he exalts
even though Flory usually tries to restrain the doctor’s devotion. He even defends the
beneficial effects colonialism has over the native population, which he believes should
acknowledge the Empire for its generosity and enlightenment: “My friend, my friend,
you are forgetting the Oriental character. How iss it possible to have developed us, with
our apathy and superstition? At least you have brought to us law and order. The
unswerving British Justice and the Pax Britannica?” (41). Similarly to Dr Murray,
Veraswani goes through a series of events in which he is publicly debased and which
frustrate his expectations of becoming a club member. Paradoxically, it is U Po Kyn the
one that finally gains access to the club, reinforcing once more Leafy’s idea that “the
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Adekunles in the world always came up on top.” However, in the case of Burmese
Days, what Orwell seems to be pointing out is that Veraswani’s failure to join the club
should be interpreted as a triumph rather than a disappointment, bearing in mind the
corrupted image it conveys. If Dr Murray tragically dies in a car accident, Veraswani is
surprisingly relegated to the post of assistant surgeon in a secondary hospital: “The
dreaded nod and wink passed somewhere in high places, and the doctor was reverted to
the rank of Assistant Surgeon and transferred to Mandalay General Hospital. He is still
there and is likely to remain” (283).

To finish with this comparison, it is worth referring to two characters that have
not been usually explored although, through their role in the novels, it can be perceived
how the authors channel their critique towards the Empire. The presence of Verrall and
Dalmire in Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa, respectively, demystifies the
imperial project and those who uplifted its decisiveness. These two characters come to
dismantle these ideas since Orwell and Boyd paint them as good-for-nothings whose
only aim is to enjoy the pleasures that their privileged, though undeserved, position
offers them. Verrall is a military policeman dispatched in Kyauktada for surveillance
purposes, although his real motivations go well beyond his professional duties. He is
exclusively devoted to cultivate his appearances, a fact that allows Orwell to analyse the
Empire as a source of pretentiousness and the British administrators as epitomes of
irresponsibility and negligence, as the following passage evinces: “Verrall was the
youngest son of a peer, and not at all rich, but by the method of seldom paying a bill,
until a writ was issued to him, he managed to keep himself in the only things he
seriously cared about: clothes and horses. He had come out to India in a British cavalry
regiment, and exchanged into the Indian Army because it was cheaper and left him
greater freedom for polo” (202). As regards Dalmire, the allusions we find in 4 Good
Man in Africa are scarce but most of them depict him as a young British man whose
family connections have pushed his career, although his merits and curriculum are
unknown. Boyd’s portrait of Dalmire is dominated by the idleness and dubious working
capacity of the character:

‘No, no. That comes later.” Dalmire paused, he seemed slightly embarrassed.
‘Didn’t I tell you that? We’re going on holiday. Leaving after Christmas. I
thought it might be fun to go skiing. New Year on the slopes, a welcome in the
mountains, that sort of thing.” ‘HOLIDAY?’ Morgan exclaimed, appalled. ‘But
you’ve only been out here for a couple of months. Christ, my last leave was in
March.” ‘I’'m taking it off my leave, don’t worry,” Dalmire said hastily. ‘It was
Priscilla’s idea actually. Arthur said it would be fine.” (221)

With these two characters, Orwell and Boyd unveil a reality that was inextricably
associated to the development of the colonial activities in India and Africa and which
finally motivated the decay and degeneration of the British Empire.

I would like to put an end to this study referring to the parallelisms that can be
observed in the endings of Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa. Most satire
theorists agree that the nature of the mode justifies the absence of conclusive chapters,
since satirists keep on perceiving that, in spite of their criticism, vice and corruption are
still deeply rooted in their respective societies. As Dustin Griffin suggests: “Satirists ...
find difficulty in closing because there is no natural end to their anger concerning the
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subject on which they could speak” (188). The endings of the two novels are, in this
sense, manifestly satiric because none of them seems to round off the problematic
succession of events Boyd and Orwell delineate. This also implies that the structure of a
satiric writing does not adjust to the conventional and linear development of other
narratives, a fact that explains why, in Burmese Days and A Good Man in Africa, the
situation that is depicted at the beginning of both novels seems to be practically
identical, if not worse, to their respective ends. Burmese Days opens with a detailed
description of U Po Kyin’s legal and political chicanery and ends with the character’s
appointment as the new Deputy Commissioner, earning, as the narrator ironically points
out, “twenty thousand rupees in bribes” (285). In A Good Man in Africa Sam Adekunle
wins the elections even though he repeatedly proclaims his apology of bribery and
blackmailing as licit or illicit political mechanisms.

In these pages I have attempted to analyse the extent to which Orwell’s anti-
colonial spirit can be noticed in Boyd’s A Good Man in Africa by means of establishing
a comparative study between the two novels. It could be concluded, therefore, that these
two works offer significant similarities as regards the use of settings, characters and
narrative structure; factors that contribute to enhance their anti-colonial stance. Burmese
Days and 4 Good Man in Africa respond, in this sense, to the personal experiences of
both authors, who went through the colonial days from two distinct but somehow
parallel perspectives. Orwell and Boyd approach colonialism as a symbol of
exploitation and decadence and as an institution that is only conceived for the benefit of
a few. Their examination seeks to reveal the corruption and frailties of imperialism, for
which they turn to satire in order to demythologise the heroic aura that was often
associated with the colonial administrator. The novelists, thus, succeed in presenting
characters that are exclusively interested in safeguarding their public image even though
this fact leads them to appear as hypocritical and slanderous good-for-nothings.
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Ozet

William Boyd’un A Good Man in Africa Adh Eserinde
George Orwell’in Somiirge Karsiti Anlam Izlegi:
Karsilastirmah Bir Calisma

George Orwell’in eserlerinin kazanmis oldugu ticari ve elestirel dnem akilda
tutuldugunda, Orwell gelenegi cergevesinde Ozgiin ve yenilik¢i yaklagimlar veya
motifler gelistirmek oldukca zordur. Bununla beraber, Orwell’in anlatilarinin zenginligi,
yalnizca romanlarinin ve denemelerinin diiz yorumlarindan kaynaklanmayip, aymi
zamanda Orwell’in temalarinin ¢agdas yazarlar tarafindan kendi tarihsel, sosyal ve
edebi baglamlarinda yeniden uyarlanmasindan gelir. Bu, Orwell’in Burmese Days
(1934) adli romamnda Ingiliz yoneticilerin duygusuzlugunu, kayitsizligim ve
yetersizligini elestirmek amaciyla yarattigi atmosferi 4 Good Man in Africa (1981) adli
romaninda yeniden iireten Ingiliz yazar William Boyd igin de gegerli bir durumdur.
Burada ilging olan baska bir nokta da, her iki romanin da yazarlarin ilk romanlari
olmasidir. Dolayistyla, bu makalenin amaci her iki romana uygulanacak karsilagtirmali
bir ¢dziimleme ile dzellikle yazarlarin hiciv becerilerine odaklanarak Ingiliz sémiirgeci
kurumlarini irdelemek ve bu siirecin zeminini olusturan Avrupa-merkezci ideolojileri
ortaya ¢ikarmaktir. Makalede, yazarlarin, onemli 6lgiide paralellikler gosteren, olaylarin
gectigi mekan, karakterler ve anlati 6zellikleri iizerinde odaklanilarak, somiirgeciligin
tutarsizliklart ve onu savunanlarin zaaflarint agiga ¢ikarmak amag edinmistir.



Senecan Stoicism and Shakespeares’s Richard 111

Laura Alexander

Scholars have long identified Lucius Annaeus Seneca’s dramatic influence in
Shakespeare’s Roman plays, most notably in Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Titus
Andronicus, and Julius Caesar.' But few if any readers have considered Richard III as
an early example of how Shakespeare manifests Seneca’s Stoic thought, dramatic
conventions, and tragic characters to construct arguably one of his most complex and
creative villains, Richard III. * The frequent appearance of Seneca’s rhetorical tropes in
the play, which readers have cited extensively over the last century, forges an
undeniable link between the two. However, critical attention continues to focus
primarily on the Roman heroes and later villains found in Macbeth, Othello, Hamlet,
and King Lear rather than on the English leaders.” And, despite the strong rhetorical
connection between Richard III and Senecan tragedy and the acknowledgement that
Shakespeare appropriates Seneca’s Stoic thought in other plays, readers of Richard III
have neglected to study this philosophical significance, which informs Richard’s
character and the play’s moral exemplum: to eschew absolutism in kingship.*

' For an analysis of Senecan influence in Shakespeare’s Roman plays, see J. L. Simmons’
“Shakespeare and the Antique Romans” (Rome in the Renaissance: The City and the Myth. Ed.
Paul A Ramsey. Binghamton: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1982. xvii. 77-92).
“Reuben A. Brower acknowledges “that the Senecan hero was among the important models for
the heroes of Elizabethan tragedy” (Hero and Saint: Shakespeare and the Graeco-Roman Heroic
Tradition. New York: Oxford UP, 1971. 168). Brower encourages the reader to understand “that
in certain respects the dramatic image of the hero in tragedies of the Elizabethan period reflects a
philosophical ideal” (143)—that the moral writings of Seneca influence Shakespeare along with
the dramatic ones; however, Brower does not treat Shakespeare’s villains.

3 Like J. L. Simmons, Robert S. Miola likens Othello to Hercules in Seneca’s Hercules Furens
and compares his tragic heroes and villains with those in Shakespeare’s Roman tragedies
(“Othello Furens.” Shakespeare Quarterly 41 (1990). 49-64), not his histories. For further
information on the relationship between Seneca’s Medea and Shakespeare’s Macbeth, see
Rosalind Meyer’s “ ‘The Serpent Under’t’: Additional Reflections on Macbeth” (Notes and
Queries 47 (2000). 86-90). Michael Pincombe concentrates on Senecan influence, specifically the
“gloominess” of the woods and Lavinia’s sorrow in Act Four, scene one, in Titus Andronicus. He
notes that, while Ovid is the most cited classical source for this scene, Seneca’s less-often cited
play, Thyestes, also provided a source for Shakespeare as well. (“Classical and Contemporary
Sources of the ‘Gloomy Woods’ of Titus Andronicus: Ovid, Seneca, Spenser.” Shakespearean
Continuities: Essays in Honour of E. A. J. Honigmann Vol. 13. Ed. John Batchelor, et al. New
York: Macmillian and St. Martins, 1997. 40-55). It is interesting to note that, while Shakespeare
inherits the so-called “Tragedy of Blood” from Seneca, his gory episodes outnumber and exceed
the carnage found in Senecan tragedy.

4 R. F. Hill argues that, in Richard III, Shakespeare manipulates rhetorical tragedy inherited from
Seneca to create “the expression of deep feeling...only achieved by an accumulation of rhetorical
devices” (458), which Shakespeare’s frequent use of the antithesis and punning proves. Hill omits
Shakespeare’s reliance on Senecan thought in his analysis, which I will illustrate to be pivotal in
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T. S. Eliot suggests in “Seneca in Elizabethan Translation” that the
“misconceptions” of Senecan influence rest not so much with the obvious legacy, the
“Tragedy of Blood” or the “bombast in Elizabethan diction,” but with “his influence
upon the thought...in the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries,” which Eliot
cites as “undervalued” by readers of Elizabethan drama (63).° The important
philosophical influence Seneca exerts over Shakespeare emerges in Richard’s speech,
extremist politics, and unnatural body and mind, which he follows with Stoic constancy
as a counterbalance to Henry VI’s weakness. To reinforce Tudor ideology, Shakespeare
presents Richmond as a synthesis that ends division through the Stoic idealism Richard
lacks, despite his reliance on Stoic values, such as reason, fortitude, and constancy. The
power vacuum that results from Henry’s inability to hold the crown generates extreme
ambitions for the crown, and Shakespeare develops these warring ambitions through a
Stoic lens provided by Seneca’s philosophical drama and prose and resolves them by
introducing Richmond, who ends chaos by relying on Stoic ideals. Seneca’s works,
then, not only provide dramatic and linguistic models for Richard III, but they also offer
a philosophy and a historical framework Shakespeare employs imaginatively both to
create Richard and to recreate a violent historical time in England’s history that parallels
the brutal one in which Seneca lived and wrote.

I

Before tracing Seneca’s influence in Richard I11, it is first necessary to consider
this influence on writers of the English Renaissance, which emerges primarily in their
imitation and adaptation of his dramatic form. Seneca proved attractive to Elizabethan
playwrights, who adopted his use of antithesis, alliteration, bloodiness, ghosts, and
patterned word play, especially stichomythia, which I will examine in relation to
Richard III later on. These characteristics define the plays Seneca wrote during a
historical period that witnessed intense political and social upheaval created by
tyrannical Roman tyrants, including Claudius, Caligula, and Nero, each of whom
Seneca and members of his family knew personally. The cruelty and violence that
characterize Seneca’s tragedies reflect the age in which he lived, and this world
engendered not only equally tragic plays but also an adherence to Stoic philosophy,

understanding Richard’s character and the function of Stoic virtue and vice in the play.
“Shakespeare’s Early Tragic Mode” (Shakespeare Quarterly 9 (1958). 455-469).

5 Eliot elaborates on the presence of Seneca’s Stoic thought in Shakespearen tragedy in a brief
essay focused solely on the topic: “Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca” (T. S Eliot Selected
Essays 1917-1932. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1932. 107-120). Though Eliot refutes
Shakespeare’s interest in Seneca’s prose writings, he asserts that Shakespeare’s exposure to
Senecan Stoicism would have proceeded through Kyd’s, Chapman’s, or Marston’s “Senecanism,”
i.e. an Elizabethan version of Senecanism, rather than from Seneca’s drama or prose writings
themselves. While he argues that “Seneca is the /iterary representative of Roman stoicism, and
the Roman stoicism is an important ingredient in Elizabethan drama” (112), his argument only
offers a suggestion for further reading and emphasizes the difficulty and importance of such a
study: “the influence of Seneca on Elizabethan drama has been exhaustively studied in its formal
aspect, and in the borrowing and adaptation of phrases and situations...the penetration of Senecan
sensibility would be much more difficult to trace” (120). As a result, this influence has not yet
been identified in Richard I1I, despite its importance. Eliot’s suggestions provide a framework for
this essay in which I trace the “Senecan sensibility” in Richard’s stoic character.
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which praises reliance on reason and unfailing courage as a counter to the daily
atrocities he witnessed.®

Renaissance writers responded to this tragic mode in particular, and they not
only emulated and modified Seneca’s tragedies but also augmented their plays with
more formal language and gorier episodes. Jasper Heywood first translated three
individual tragedies of Seneca, Troas (1559), Thyestes (1560), and Hercules Furens
(1561), into English separately before Thomas Newton published the collection of all
ten, Seneca, His Tenne Tragedies, in English by 1581.7 Almost all of the early
Elizabethan tragedians mirrored Seneca’s tragic style, and by the early 1590s, when
Shakespeare wrote Richard III, playwrights were familiar with Seneca not only through
the original Latin and the available French, Italian, and English translations, but also
through popular English tragedies in imitation of Seneca. The most notable examples,
of course, include Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton’s Gorboduc and Thomas
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, which provide early models of Senecan influence.®
Christopher Marlowe, another source for Shakespeare’s dramatic and poetic language,
remained no less affected by Senecan influence, which emerges most obviously in the
structure of Tamburlaine, Edward II, and Dido, Queen of Carthage.9 And while
Senecan tragedy serves as a prototype for Renaissance playwrights, each applies the
conventions to different degrees in their plays."

® Francis Holland’s biography of Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Semeca (New York: Books for
Libraries, 1920) provides detailed information about his life (5 B.C.-65 A.D.), times, philosophy,
and works. Holland offers a psychological view into Rome’s chaotic environment and into the
tyranny with which Nero, Claudius, and Caligula ruled. He explains Rome’s disorder and
everyday tragedies as a vehicle for describing why Seneca wrote his bloody plays, moral essays,
and letters, including the Letters ad Lucilium, where he praises a bleak, Epicurean fatalism and
dissociation from the world, which holds only tragedy. For a concise but informed analysis of
Seneca as a Stoic Epicure, see Reid Barbour’s English Epicures and Stoics: Ancient Legacies in
Early Stuart Culture. Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1998. 8,12-16).

" Heywood’s translation of Seneca’s tragedies is the earliest one and the most extensive. Other
translators include Alexander Neville, who translates Oedipus in 1563 and John Studley, who
translates Medea and Agamemnon in 1566. Though Thomas Nuce translates Octavia in 1566,
scholars generally agree that Seneca did not write this last play, which is now placed just after his
death. For a history and an annotated bibliography of Renaissance translations of Seneca, see
Selma Guttman’s The Foreign Sources of Shakespeare’s Works (New York: Octagon Books,
1968. 39-40). Many of Seneca’s prose works were translated into French, Spanish, Italian, and
German, as well as in English (The Woorke of...Seneca, Concerning Benefyting. Trans. Arthur
Golding, 1578; De remediis forturitorum. Trans. Robert Whyttynton, 1547).

8 Earlier poetry, the morality plays, and Marlovian verse also provide other sources of patterned
language for Shakespeare, who employs all these forms in his oeuvre.

® Marlowe, like Shakespeare, distinguishes himself from other Renaissance dramatists and
candidly announces his superiority in the Prologue to Tamburlaine when he sets his play apart
from contemporary playwrights, or “From jigging veins of rhyming mother-wits / And such
conceits as clownage keeps in pay” (1. 1-2).

' For an early but useful essay on how Renaissance writers adapted Seneca’s dramatic techniques
in translations of Seneca and in their own plays, see T. S. Eliot’s introduction to the 1966 reprint
of Newton’s 1581 translation, Seneca, His Tenne Tragedies (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1966. v-
liv).
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Like his contemporaries, Shakespeare fashions qualities of Seneca’s tragic
characters to invent heroes, tyrants, and villains; however, Shakespeare departs from
many of the early Elizabethan dramatists by investing his characters with Stoic values."!
Senecan dramatic form and language affect Shakespeare no less than his fellow
dramatists, but Shakespeare builds on this classical form by lending a greater theatrical
intensity in Richard III than what is found in early Elizabethan tragedy. He creates
Richard’s iniquitous yet courageous character by blending Seneca’s rhetorical tropes
with his Stoic thought.'?

Stoicism spread in Shakespeare’s time not only through Seneca’s drama,
however, but also through his prose works. Shakespeare had a variety of classical
sources to attach Stoic characteristics, including constancy to nature, courage, fortitude,
and moderation, to his characters. "* It is important to note that Shakespeare would have
been exposed to the Stoic values found in other classical writings, but his interest in
Senecan tragedy and philosophy carries a historical significance that would have
compelled him to imitate Senecan drama and philosophy in Richard III for several
reasons. First, both writers respond to violent political upheavals created by weak
leadership and cruel tyrants. Shakespeare would not have failed to link the bloodiness in
Roman history with that of medieval England. Neither would the parallel between
villainous Roman tyrants and Edward Hall’s version in The Union of the Two Noble and
lllustre Families of Lancaster and York of the vicious Richard III have gone
unnoticed.'* As well, Seneca’s popularity among sixteenth-century writers and
Shakespeare’s interest in Rome’s violent history when he writes his bloodiest play,
Titus Andronicus, suggests that he has a long-standing curiosity for Seneca and the
Roman world at the time he writes Richard II1."

As early as the late 1550s and ’60s, Elizabethans employ Seneca’s dramatic
conventions as a source for the bombastic, bloody style of their tragedies; however,
characters imbued with Stoic philosophy, like John Webster’s Duchess in The Duchess
of Malfi, who exemplifies Stoic idealism, appear more frequently on the Jacobean than

""" See John Matthew Manly’s “Introductory Essay,” p. 4 (The Tragedies of Seneca. trans. Frank
Justice Miller. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1907. 3-10).

'2 Though T. S. Eliot suggests that “in the plays...Stoicism is present in a form more quickly to
catch the fancy of the Renaissance than in the prose epistles and essays” (57), I argue that
Shakespeare employs both the prose and the plays to create Richard’s character as one that
opposes moderation, a Stoic virtue Seneca espouses in De Clementia, which outlines his political
philosophy to Nero.

'3 See Norman T. Pratt’s history of Stoic philosophy and its valuation of moderation (Seneca’s
Drama. Chapel Hill: U of Chapel Hill P, 1983. 35-73).

' Indeed, the combination of Roman tyranny with Hall’s Tudor-friendly “history” of Richard
provided Shakespeare with enough material that he imaginatively re-figures for his plays. As
Russ McDonald reminds readers, “Not only was Shakespeare able to read Latin literature in the
original, but he also seems to have liked it and to have decided that theater audiences would too”
(The Bedford Companion to Shakespeare: An Introduction with Documents. 2™ ed. Boston and
New York: Bedford and St. Martin’s, 2001. 149).

' For a thorough treatment of Shakespeare’s application of classical sources, including Seneca,
for literary and historical purposes in his plays, see T. W. Baldwin’s William Shakespere’s Small
Latin and Less Greeke (Vol. 2. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1944. 549-616).
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the early Elizabethan stage. '® This is perhaps due in part to the availability of Seneca’s
prose writings in English."” Robert Whyttynton translates into English Seneca’s De
remediis fortuitorum in 1547, which features a dialogue between Sensua, the senses,
and Ratio, reason. Whyttynton’s translation provides a means for the Elizabethan to
read the philosopher along with the tragedian; however, most of the early English
dramatists relied more on Seneca’s tragic conventions than on his Stoic precepts.
Shakespeare wrote his early tragedies, including Richard III, as the influence of
Seneca spread in England in the 1590s, and Whyttynton’s prior translation gives
Shakespeare the opportunity to read Seneca’s Stoic philosophy in English before he
writes Richard IlI. Even if Shakespeare never read the translation, his knowledge of
Latin, his interest in the classics, including Senecan drama, and his fascination with
Rome’s history and myths suggest that he would have been familiar enough with
Seneca’s ethics via the tragedies and perhaps the Latin dialogues to have considered his
Stoicism.'® And, given Seneca’s popularity among Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists

'8 Shakespeare’s appropriation of Senecan values in fact prefigures later Elizabethan and
Jacobean dramatists, including John Webster and Ben Jonson, whose plays feature tenets of Stoic
philosophy more explicitly. In Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, the Duchess confronts mortality
with a tranquil spirit, though death and violence erupt around her. Her resolve in a chaotic and
bloody world parallel the immovable fortitude widely praised by Stoics like Marcus Aurelius
(pupil of the famous Epictetus), who Webster might have had in mind while developing the
Duchess’ character. Marcus Aurelius’ advises one to pattern the self after an ordered existence,
mimetic of the natural universe (see his Meditations. Marcus Aurelius and His Times. Trans.
George Long. Ed. Irwin Edman. New York: Walter J. Black, 1945.11-133). It seems more
probable, as T. S. Eliot posits, that Webster had Seneca in mind. Though the Duchess “could
curse the stars...nay the world to its first chaos” (IV.i.95, 97), Bosola reminds her that “the stars
shine still” (IV.1.99), strengthening her constancy to nature by paralleling herself to the universe,
for she projects a tranquil resolve, with “I am Duchess of Malfi still” (IV.i.110). Eliot argues in
“Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca” that these lines directly parallel Antony’s “I am
Antony still,” which Shakespeare most likely derives from Seneca’s Medea: “Medea superest?”
(113).

"7 Dramatists begin to develop Stoicism from Seneca, as opposed to other available sources,
because they had first imitated his tragedies, which were of more interest to the early Elizabethan
dramatists than, for example, Cicero or Quintillian. It was only later, with the publication of
Thomas Lodge’s English translation of Seneca’s philosophical works in 1614 (and again in1620)
and with early seventeenth-century writers’ expanded knowledge of the classics that Stoic values
begin to figure prominently in English drama, which prizes classical learning. This perhaps
explains Jonson’s derogatory line that Shakespeare “hadst small Latin, and less Greek,” which
appears in his introduction to the First Folio (see Leonard Barkan’s “What Did Shakespeare
Read?” The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare. Eds. Margreta De Grazia and Stanley Wells.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 2001. 31-48).

'8 Dennis Kay provides an excellent history of Shakespeare’s education and reading material as a
youth in the Stratford grammar school. Shakespeare would have been exposed to Latin primarily
through theological texts, like the Geneva Bible, which Kay argues he would have translated at
least in part, and through dialogues and shorter dramas, or colloquies, which he also read and
translated as part of his language training. Though it is difficult for anyone to speculate on which
exact classical texts Shakespeare read in school, nothing prevented the learned playwright from
exploring Latin texts, such as Seneca’s philosophical prose, during and after his education. Like
McDonald and Barkan, Kay explains that Shakespeare would already have studied Cicero,
Quintillian, and Erasmus, who translates Seneca, Juvenal, Virgil, Horace, and Persius. At the
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who adopted his rhetorical techniques and reinvented his Stoic precepts, one cannot
imagine that Shakespeare would have ignored Seneca the philosopher while he imitated
Seneca the dramatist.'” As Leonard Barkan proposes, if “Ovid and Plutarch are visible
everywhere...Seneca is only a little less prominent” (40) in Shakespeare’s plays.
I

In Richard III, Shakespeare reshapes the ideals found in Seneca’s most famous
ethical writings, including the Dialogi and the Epistulae Morales, in which Seneca
presents rules for moral conduct; De Otio, in which he espouses adherence to nature as
the highest good; and De Providentia, in which he describes the Stoic fatalism that will
drive his heroes and tyrants alike to their destiny.”’ Shakespeare combines these
elements in Richard, who possesses characteristics of the tyrant Lycus by projecting
clara virtus (Hercules Furens, 1. 340) or “glorious courage” as a justification for
murder. As well, he imbues Richard’s speech with the same hypocrisy and brutal action
attributed to Atreus, the Senecan tyrant from Thyestes (Boyle 149). Like Seneca,
Shakespeare infuses brutality and ambition in Richard’s character and dialogue to
reflect the savagery enacted onstage. He creates a tumultuous setting in which Richard
garners power through language manipulation and reprehensible acts, and he employs
elements that distinguish Seneca’s dramatic form, including the five-act form, the
morbidly grotesque, foreboding ghosts, and rhetorical bombast.” Shakespeare not only

least, Shakespeare was exposed to Seneca in Latin as an older boy in school (William
Shakespeare: His Life and Times. Ed. Arthur F. Kinney. Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1995.
32-44).

' Seventeenth-century writers would find Seneca the dramatist and Seneca the philosopher at
seeming odds since, as Reid Barbour maintains, “his life as it was commonly constructed in the
Renaissance portrays on the one hand a philosopher whose principled freedom was sold for
sychophancy at the most vicious and tyrannical court in history, and on the other hand a brave
adviser who struggled to prevent or to mitigate the atrocities of the tyrant” (English Epicures and
Stoics: Ancient Legacies in Early Stuart Culture. Amherst: U of Masssachusetts P, 1998. 8).

2 Russ McDonald explains that Shakespeare most often consults Ovid’s Metamorphoses (the
English translation by Arthur Golding, 1567, and/or the Latin version, since Shakespeare did not
read Greek) and Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans (Shakespeare primarily uses
Thomas North’s English translation) for classical sources. Other influences include the Bible, at
least indirectly, and, most famously, especially for the history plays, Edward Hall’s The Union of
the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York (second edition, 1548), and Raphael’s
Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1578,1587). McDonald argues that
Shakespeare’s classical, i.e. Latin, training in the Stratford grammar school exposed him to
Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, Horace, Suetonius, Terence, Livy, and Seneca, who was studied less often,
but whom Shakespeare was prepared to read on his own even after his education. (The Bedford
Companion to Shakespeare: An Introduction with Documents. 2™ ed. Boston and New York:
Bedford and St. Martin’s, 2001. 145-162).

2! See Ralph Graham Palmer’s introduction to and translation of Seneca in Seneca’s De Remediis
Fortuitorum and the Elizabethans (Chicago: Institute of Elizabethan Studies, 1953. 1-25). Palmer
traces the development of Stoicism through Cicero and Seneca and documents the tenets of
Stoicism from Seneca that define his philosophy. For further information on Palmer’s citations
and history, see pp. 2-3.

22 Susan Snyder asserts that Terence, the comic dramatist, rather than Seneca, the tragedian, was
most probably the model for the five-act structure, which I would support given Shakespeare’s
delight in combining elements of tragedy and comedy, perhaps most evident in Romeo and Juliet.
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invests the dialogue with Seneca’s dramatic tropes to stimulate verbal warfare between
Richard and other characters, but he also reveals that Richard’s supremacy lies in his
speech, at least at the beginning as he strives for absolute power (F. L. Lucas 120).
Language enhances Richard’s authority over other characters before he achieves the
crown. But it also proves ineffective when he loses rhetorical skill, self-control, and
ultimately, the political power he craves.

In the first half of the play, Shakespeare fashions Richard’s identity by granting
him a persuasive predominance over real or perceived competitors. Frequently, Richard
substitutes the language of another character to reshape meaning through repetition, as
he does with Rivers in Act One. Richard steals Rivers’s phrase with one of his own to
create a mask of pretended humility. He reworks Rivers’ line, “if you should be our
king,” for his own purpose by feigning surprise at Rivers’ suggestion, while also
covering his evil ambitions by denying his desire for the crown. Richard cloaks Rivers’
suggestion that he should be king in the same language and reconstitutes how Rivers
perceives his ambition by stating: “If I should be? I had rather be a pedlar” (1.iii.147-
148). The exchange between Richard and Rivers parallels the consistent path Richard
establishes early on to twist meaning as an effort to secure power. He dons a
Machiavellian disguise to take control over how those around him perceive his desires,
while attempting to conceal his ambition with a humble fagade.

The early encounter with Rivers, though minor, illustrates Richard’s modus
operandi for the entire play. More importantly, it indicates how Shakespeare combines
linguistic techniques and philosophical precepts inherited from Senecan drama to
empower Richard, who not only speaks through puns and double entendres, as with
Rivers, but also through stichomythia to exert his will over those around him. In the
Oxford English Dictionary, stichomythia is defined as a prominent characteristic of
Greek drama and plays in imitation: “In classical Greek drama, dialogue in alternate
lines, employed in sharp disputation, and characterized by antitheses and rhetorical
repetition or taking up of the opponent’s words.”** Typically, classical and Elizabethan
dramatists employ stichomythia in verbal warfare, where one character manipulates his
or her opponent’s language to use for defensive and offensive purposes as a means of
achieving power through language.”” Heywood’s 1559 translation of Seneca’s Troades

For further information on Shakespeare and genre, see “The Genres of Shakespeare’s Plays” (The
Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare. Eds. Margreta De Grazia and Stanley Wells. New York
and Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001. 83-97).

BFor a comparison between Richard III, Seneca, and Machiavelli, see W. A. Armstrong’s “The
Influence of Seneca and Machiavelli on the Elizabethan Tyrant” (The Review of English Studies
24 (1948). 19-35).

2* Note that Richard 11 is cited as an example of this technique in the OED, by critics of Seneca’s
use of stichomythia, and by readers of Shakespeare’s patterned language. For the full definition,
see the OED Online (“stichomythia,” OED Online, 2™ ed., 26 July 2004 http://www.oed.com.)

% See also T. S. Eliot’s definition of stichomythia, which he explains as “repeating one word of a
phrase in the next phrase...where the sentence of one speaker is caught up and twisted by the
next...as an effective stage trick...[and] something more; it is the crossing of one rhythm pattern
with another.” Eliot offers an interesting critique of how this “trick” works in the plays of
Renaissance writers who catch it in their drama (“Seneca.” Selected Essays 1917-1932. New
York: Harcourt, 1932. 72).
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illustrates the point best.® Stichomythia characterizes the vituperative exchange
between Pyrrhus and Agammenon in Act II, lines 343-348:

Agammenon

And thou a bastard of a maid deflowered privily. Whom, then a boy, Achilles got
in filthy lechery!

Pyrrhus

The same Achilles that doth possess the reign of gods above: with Thetis, seas;
with Aeaus, sprites; the starred heaven with Jove.

Agammenon

The same Achilles that was slain by stroke of Paris’ hand.

Pyrrhus

The same Achilles whom no god durst ever yet withstand.

Each character repeats the phrase “the same Achilles” for support, which becomes a
more abusive verbal attack on each other, with tragic, bloody consequences by the end
of Seneca’s play.”’

Shakespeare, who derives this rhetorical technique primarily from Seneca,
employs stichomythia to signify Richard’s superior reason, which manifests itself as a
talent for cunning, in his bid for power. In Act One, scene ii, Richard engages Anne,
whom he attempts successfully to woo through epigrammatic stichomythia, which he
contrives through intricate verbal interplay. He begins his flirtation with Anne, turning
her curse into flattery by deflecting her hatred through antithesis:

Anne

Thou wast the cause and most accursed effect.
Richard

Your beauty was the cause of that effect—

Your beauty, that did haunt me in my sleep

To undertake the death of all the world,

So I might live one hour in your sweet bosom.
Anne

If I thought that, I tell thee, homicide,

These nails should rent that beauty from my cheeks.

*Note that Heywood lengthens and varies Seneca’s original Latin meter, which few if any
English poets, with the exception of Milton, can imitate successfully in English prosody.
Heywood also augments Seneca’s tragedies to suit his own poetic interests; however, he preserves
stichomythia because the alliterative sound quality would have appealed to Renaissance
audiences. For further information on Heywood’s translation of Seneca, see Hero and Saint:
Shakespeare and the Graeco-Roman Heroic Tradition (New York: Oxford UP, 1971. 148-149,
170-171).

" Eric C. Baade examines Heywood’s translation and adaptation of Seneca’s varying meters,
which consist of iambic trimeter and lyrical meters for the chorus. He notes that Heywood’s
translation, as opposed to Studley’s or Neville’s, “shows real genius...to make sense of the
garbled Latin [of] Seneca’s meaning” (Seneca’s Tragedies. Ed. Eric C. Baade. London:
Macmillan, 1969. xxi). Heywood captures this meaning despite his substitution of the popular
fourteener, which he varies occasionally with other meters and feminine, or unaccented, endings
to lighten otherwise heavily stressed lines.
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Richard

These eyes could not endure that beauty’s wrack;
You should not blemish it, if I stood by:

As all the world is cheered by the sun,

So I by that. It is my day, my life.

Anne

Black night o’ershade thy day, and death thy life!
Richard

Curse not thyself, fair creature—thou art both.
Anne

I would I were, to be revenged on thee.

Richard

It is a quarrel most unnatural,

To be revenged on him that loveth thee.

Anne

It is a quarrel just and reasonable,

To be revenged on him that killed my husband. (1I. 120-137)*

Shakespeare captures the rhythm patterns between the two, often to contrast two images
as a corollary to the contrasting emotions: Richard’s professed love against Anne’s
apparent hatred. Frequently, Shakespeare places emphases on their opposed positions
through spondees to emphasize that the poetic substitution corresponds with the marital
one: Anne’s former intended is effectively traded for Richard, her future husband.
“Black night” corresponds rhythmically with “Curse Not,” and “These nails” balance
“These eyes” for a physiological opposition; the “quarrel most unnatural” provides a
necessary antithesis to the “quarrel just and reasonable.” Ironically, the one who is
“revenged” rather than “revenged on” proves to be Richard, who becomes Anne’s
husband despite her violent opposition, for the “homicide” eventually becomes the
“husband.” Though Anne rails against Richard: “Out of my sight! Thou dost infect my
eyes,” Richard redirects sight for his own purposes: “Thine eyes, sweet lady, have
infected mine” (1.ii.148-149). Through stichomythia, Richard cajoles Anne, eradicating
her indignation while he transforms her opinion of him solely through persuasion.
Shakespeare presents the dialectic to offer a synthesis (their marriage) that
signifies Richard’s ability to persuade and gain mastery through language, and it is not
the only time antithesis produces a synthesizing medium that balances and overcomes
opposition. Rhetorical devices invest Richard with power and frame how he conquers
resistance. His alternate definitions and verbal cross talk allow him to destabilize
meaning as much as the political structure in the play, and his manipulative rhetoric
gives him a finesse that Senecan tyrants, who also employ verbal thrust and parry,
violent exchange, and elaborate sound patterns, lack. Despite this difference,
Shakespeare preserves the fierce ambitions Senecan tyrants enact through violent
speech and acts. If Richard kills Anne’s fiancé for the same political motivation and
brutality that Seneca’s Lycus kills Megara’s brothers in Hercules Furens, he

8 For this and all quotes from Shakespeare’s play, see William Shakespeare: The Complete
Works (ed. Alfred Harbage. New York: Viking, 1969).
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accomplishes a psychological success that Lycus does not by winning Anne.” Richard
constructs elaborate power games that enable him to achieve the crown not only through
sheer force but also through effective rhetoric, which becomes less effective as
Shakespeare introduces Richmond, the synthesizing medium formed from antithetical
forces in the play. He marries language with political domination, and one consistent
theme emerges in the play and in Richard’s struggle for the throne: those who possess
rhetorical skill gain power and those who do not, lose it.
I

In the exchange between Richard and Anne, Shakespeare illustrates how Richard
manipulates language to secure an advantageous marriage, and, by extension, authority.
However, when Richard meets and spars with Elizabeth in Act Four, in a scene that
prefigures his waning rhetorical and political power, he believes her as easily won over
as Anne. Elizabeth exercises an equally aggressive rhetorical power that signifies
Richard’s decline because not only can he not overcome her, he cannot recognize her
evasion either. She parries every thrust with equivalent force, and the question of who
actually controls whom arises despite Richard’s quick dismissal of her after their
rhetorical battle: “Relenting Fool, and shallow, changing woman!” (IV.iv.431).
Epigrammatic stichomythia dominates their exchange, and each character trades barbs
with a driving intensity that reflects the high stakes, that are life, death, and power, in
the play:

Richard

Infer fair England’s peace by this alliance.
Elizabeth

Which she shall purchase with still-lasting war.
Richard

Tell her the king, that may command, entreats.
Elizabeth

That at her hands which the king’s King forbids.
Richard

Say she shall be a high and mighty queen.
Elizabeth

To vail the title, as her mother doth.

Richard

Say I will love her everlastingly.

Elizabeth

But how long shall that title ‘ever’ last.
Richard

Sweetly in force unto her fair life’s end.
Elizabeth

But how long fairly shall her sweet life last?
Richard

As long as heaven and nature lengthens it.
Elizabeth

? See A. J. Boyle’s comparison of Lycus’ wooing of Megara in Hercules Furens and Richard’s
wooing of Anne in Richard III (Tragic Seneca: An Essay in the Theatrical Tradition. New York:
Routledge, 1997. 149).
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As long as hell and Richard likes it.

Richard

Say I, her sovereign, am her subject low.
Elizabeth

But she, your subject, loathes such sovereignty.
Richard

Be eloquent in my behalf to her.

Elizabeth

An honest tale speeds best being plainly told.
Richard

Then plainly to her tell my loving tale.
Elizabeth

Plain and not honest is too harsh a style.
Richard

Your reasons are to shallow and too quick.
Elizabeth

O no, my reasons are too deep and dead—

Too deep and dead (poor infants) in their graves.
Richard

Harp not on that string, madam; that is past.

Elizabeth

Harp on it still shall I till heartstrings break. (11. 343-365)

Each character reinterprets the opponent’s discourse, manipulating speech to support
their positions and reinforcing their opposing arguments through the frequent exercise
of stichomythia, which is employed by both characters, whose speech reflects a marked
use of antithesis and alliteration. The repetition of “deep and dead” emphasizes the
human loss Richard’s violence has produced, which resonates with Elizabeth, who,
unlike Anne, cannot forget Richard’s murderous strokes.

Elizabeth’s wish for “an honest tale” that “speeds best being plainly told”
becomes more dangerous as the “plainly told” tale left to be told is Richard’s murderous
nature and greed for power. Like Seneca’s Lycus, who proposes to marry Megara even
if it occurs through force in Hercules Furens, Richard trades the eloquent flattery of Act
One for coercive threats when his “loving tale” fails to win Elizabeth. His advice to
persuade Elizabeth’s daughter “sweetly in force” reveals Richard’s monstrosity--that he
has killed innocent victims and would kill again to hold his crown. Though Richard’s
asides have already exposed his vicious character, it is only at the end of the play that
extreme ambition overtakes the rhetorical skill that gave him political control in the
beginning. Rather than Richard gaining mastery over Elizabeth, she -effectively
conquers him.*

In opposition to the exchange between Richard and Anne in Act One, Elizabeth
and Richard’s verbal encounter does not result in a synthesis accomplished by a union
between antithetical positions. Rather, it intensifies the discord resulting from Richard’s
tyranny, which Elizabeth grasps and exposes in her equal, if not superior, rhetorical

3 For further analysis between female characterization in Richard III and Seneca, see Harold F.
Brooks’ “Richard III, Unhistorical Amplifications: The Women’s Scenes and Seneca.” (Modern
Language Review 75 (1980). 721-737).
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skill. Her unwillingness to acquiesce to Richard’s proposition signifies a notable shift in
Richard’s rhetorical power because it exposes his weakness: excessive vice that,
coupled with success, generates a blinding pride—a tragic characteristic that overtakes
virtually all of the heroes and villains in Seneca’s tragedies. More importantly, the loss
of rhetorical skill and the emergence of Richard’s latent ambition signal a weakness in
his reason, which not only unmasks his desire to others but also creates in Richard a
false security in his intellectual powers. Once he loses the ability to rationalize his
options and to outwit his competitors, Richard, like the tragic characters Seneca creates,
meets his fatal end.
v

Speech functions as a method for characters to exercise political and
psychological control over their antagonists, and Senecan influence in the scene
between Richard and Elizabeth in Act Four materializes not only through their
argumentative dialogue but also through Richard’s irrepressible egoism.”' Shakespeare
bestows on Richard an ability to grasp the throne by understanding both his enemies
and friends as he pretends humility through fraternal or courtly love. But when vice
overtakes his rhetorical power, Richard sacrifices political and psychological influence
to fulfill his extreme ambition, as fatal to him as to his classical counterparts Oedipus or
Agamemnon. At first, a “cold” (3 Henry VI, 111.ii.133) reason drives Richard, whom
Margaret labels a “ragged fatal rock™ (V.iv.27) in 3 Henry VI and whom Elizabeth
claims, “in such a desp’rate bay of death ... [to] rush all to pieces on [his] rocky bosom”
(IV.iv.232, 234). Richard fulfills the rock-like determination of a traditional Stoic hero
from his earliest appearances in 3 Henry VI, but Shakespeare complicates Richard’s
character, beginning with his soliloquy in Act Three, scene two in 3 Henry VI when a
contradictory portrait of Richard emerges as he confesses that “a cold premeditation” (1.
133) drives his “dream on sovereignty” (1. 134).

By Richard III, Shakespeare manifests the danger of extreme power rendered in
Seneca’s Oedipus, Agamemnon, and Thyestes through Richard, whom he allows to seize
and hold power only so long as reason governs his speech. Stoic ideals, including self-
possession, fortitude, and constancy, motivate Richard to achieve the crown, and like
the Stoic hero, he exercises reason over his emotions. Once he sacrifices his rational
aptitude for irrational aspirations, however, Richard loses verbal and political power as
a result of his immoderate thought and behavior, which Shakespeare reflects in his
speech; Richard’s exchange with Elizabeth prefigures his loss of power over his
enemies, rhetorical or otherwise. At once possessed of vice and courage, constancy and
extremism, Richard’s corruption precludes reason, the most important governing agent
to the Stoic and one that Seneca praises in his tragedies, letters, and an important
dialogue 1 will consider in relation to Richard’s skewed worldview: De remediius
fortuitorum.

3! See Robert S. Miola, Shakespeare and Classical Tragedy, the Influence of Seneca (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1992) for a more developed discussion about language as a means of creating identity
both in Seneca’s tragedies and Shakespeare’s plays. Miola asserts that the rhetorical technique of
Seneca, inherited and appropriated by Shakespeare, is “a language of self-creation, the means by
which characters will themselves into being and power...an intense often vacillating struggle to
create and achieve identity” (76).
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Richard displays the indifferent and detached spirit that Seneca espouses in De
remediis fortuitorum, which expresses Stoic fatalism through the dialogue between
Senses and Reason. Reason, which refuses to surrender to the fear that enslaves the
senses, governs the Stoic self, as the faculties of the mind parallel the natural world with
an imperturbability that denies weakness:

Sensus.

Morieris.

Ratio.

Putbam to aliquid noui dicere, ad hoc veni, haec ago, huc me singuli ducunt dies.
Nascenti mihi, hunc natura posuit terminum.*

Richard appears to possess these characteristics; however, Shakespeare reevaluates
Stoic doctrine when he conceptualizes Richard’s character. Whereas moral virtue
compels the Stoic to follow a natural course with constancy, which forms the
foundation upon which Stoic doctrine rests, extreme determination spurs Richard to
moral turpitude. In a comparative analysis of Seneca’s moral essay De beneficiis and
Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens, John M. Wallace suggests that “virtue ... transforms
itself into a vice” (352), and I would extend Wallace’s argument to Richard III by
asserting that the same type of transference occurs in Richard’s character. Instead of
shedding generosity for moral degeneracy, which Wallace argues occurs in Timon of
Athens, Richard sheds other Stoic virtues, including his self-determination, which falters
in Act Five, as he allows extreme vice to redefine his character. **

Richard’s extreme constancy to his abnormal nature coupled with his courage
against opposition allows Shakespeare to transform Seneca’s moral precepts into
immoral aims in Richard III; what appear as virtues metamorphose into vice when
undertaken excessively and immorally. Richard’s inner resolve, which he presents early
on through manifold, deceptive roles that permit him to achieve authority through
language, reflects not only this excess but also a driving and extreme perversion that
controls him. He imparts the duplicitous method with which he will assume power in
Act Three of 3 Henry VI and relates the various guises he intends to assume,
foreshadowing his power play in Richard III:

Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile,

And cry, ‘Content!’ to that which grieves my heart,
And wet my cheeks with artificial tears,

And frame my face to all occasions.

32 The sixteenth-century translation reads: “Sensua. Thou shalt dye. / Reason. I thought thou
woldest have shewd me some newes. I cam for the end that I go about, every daye ledeth me
therto; nature set me what I was borne that ende of my ryse and course.” (Seneca, De Remediis
Fortuitorum, trans. Robert Whyttynton, 1547 in Seneca’s De Remediis Fortuitorum and the
Elizabethans. Ed. Ralph Graham Parker. Chicago: Titus, 1953. 31).

3 Wallace suggests that in Timon of Athens Shakespeare manipulates Seneca’s “borderline
between true generosity and thoughtless extravagance,” with extremity as the vehicle for skewing
the boundaries between virtue and vice, which he believes reshapes Seneca’s “ethos” (Timon of
Athens and the Three Graces: Shakespeare’s Senecan Study,” Modern Philology 83 (1986). 349-
363). See especially p. 350.
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I’ll drown more sailors than the mermaid shall;

I’ll slay more gazers than the basilisk;

I’ll play the orator as well as Nestor,

Deceive more slily than Ulysses could

And, like a Sinon, take another Troy.

I can add colors to the chameleon,

Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,

And set the murderous Machiavel to school. (I1L.ii.182-193)

Shakespeare redirects the values inherent to Stoic idealism by creating Richard as a
protean creature whose evil intentions defy the Stoic’s resolve to act with a principled
conscience. Richard manifests his malevolence with a composure and constancy to self-
will reflexive of a Stoic hero, but this seeming heroism remains fuelled by immoderate
ambition and extreme vice. Yet, even if vice motivates Richard from the beginning, it
nevertheless competes with the appearance of Stoic virtues present in the beginning of
Richard IlI, when Shakespeare crafts a brilliant portrait of Richard’s courage, self-
determination, and constancy through Richard’s opening soliloquy, when he reveals his
unnatural body and “deadly hate” (1.i.35). These “virtues,” which are not virtues at all in
Richard, allow him to cover his ambition and more ironically, to fulfill his goals.

Like the vicious Atreus of Thyestes, Richard embodies a god-like character,
imbued with the Stoic fortitude that gives him the determination to overcome obstacles
to the throne. As Geoffrey Miles suggests, Shakespeare adopts qualities of “the god and
the rock,” which “sums up the Stoic aspiration to absolute perfection and power over
oneself.** Miles elaborates on the presence of an impenetrable spirit in the divine
quality of Shakespeare’s Brutus, Julius Caesar, and Coriolanus, who imitate or are
overtly compared to gods. However, Miles, in his analysis, neglects Richard, a self-
deified paradox of courage and villainy. Richard acts as a god, but as an infamous one
who murders at will to achieve kingship. He exemplifies the excessive pride that defines
Seneca’s Atreus, who announces his self-apotheosis at the beginning of Act V of
Thyestes: “Acqualis astris gradior et cunctos super / Altum superbo vertiee attingens
polum.” Richard will act with the same self-destructive hubris. The danger of absolute
constancy in both characters, as in Hercules in Hercules Furens, remains in their
development of “superhuman aspiration” that may “grow, directly or crookedly.”*
Richard, who remains fixed in “superhuman aspirations,” misappropriates Stoic ideals
as he achieves and strives to hold the crown. He lacks Stoic virtue or responsibility, for
neither an inner moral compass nor a divine light of conscience fuels Richard, who will

3* See Miles’ Shakespeare and the Constant Romans (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996. 45-46). Miles
gives a thoughtful analysis of Shakespeare and Seneca’s Stoic Tyrant, but concentrates, like many
critics, on Coriolanus, Julius Caesar, and Antony and Cleopatra rather than Richard III. His
chapters about Seneca and Stoic heroism in the Renaissance provide an interesting and useful
definition of the Stoic hero’s tendency to self-deification and to an invulnerable resolve that
applies not only to the Stoics in Shakespeare’s Roman plays but also to Richard’s character.
3“The peer of stars I move, high over all, / And with exalted head attain the heavens! (Il. 885-
886, trans., Jaspar Heywood). Pratt includes an excellent analysis of the play, focusing on Atreus’
tyranny, which he argues as fundamentally opposed to Stoic virtue despite his reliance on some
ideals that drive Stoicism (106).

3% Miles, pp. 61-62.
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“clothe [his] naked villainy / With odd old ends stol’n forth of holy writ, / And seem a
saint, when most [he] play[s] the devil” (1.iii.335-337). Rather, he persists in a course
antithetical to Stoic idealism and ultimately suffers the consequences of supplanting
virtue with vice.”’
\Y%

The absence of Stoic virtue permits Shakespeare to deify Richard as a god that
enacts tyranny typical of the Stoic villain and to characterize Richard’s career as a
product of amoral absolutism rather than Stoic heroism. Shakespeare invents an
oxymoronic blend of both the villain and the hero in Richard’s character, for Richard
promises to follow a course true to the self, but Shakespeare creates this self as a
monstrosity, a disaster of nature. The beginning of Richard’s self-assertion occurs in 3
Henry VI, when he describes how his “mother’s womb” rejected him:

Why, love forswore me in my mother’s womb;

And, for I should not deal in her soft law,

She did corrupt frail nature with some bribe

To shrink mine arm up like a withered shrub;

To make an envious mountain on my back,

Where sits deformity to mock my body;

To shape my legs of an unequal size;

To disproportion me in every part,

Like to a chaos, or an unlicked bear-whelp...(I1L.ii.153-161)

Richard adopts the Stoic precept to elect the natural world as a guide and echoes the
Senecan Stoic, who acts in accordance with nature.”® Shakespeare fashions Richard’s
character as an inhuman horror to manipulate what appears as a Stoic virtue, the
constant self, into Stoic villainy, the evil self. Richard follows the precepts of nature,
true to Reason’s answer to Senses in De remediis fortuitorum, but his character’s
extremism transforms Stoic idealism into Stoic tyranny. His resolve to act in accordance
with the self proves disastrous, as Richard is:

Curtailed of ... fair proportion,

Cheated of feature by dissembling Nature,
Deformed, unfinished, sent before [his] time

Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable

That dogs bark at [him] ... (Richard III, 1.1.18-23)

37 Nicolas Brooke argues that Shakespeare’s familiarity with the Morality plays, specifically the
recognizable figure Vice, “a sardonic humorist, by origin a kind of clown, who attracted to
himself the attributes of anti-Christ bent on the mocking destruction of accepted virtues” (57)
surfaces in Richard’s character, which embodies Vice. For further information on Richard III and
its parallel with the Morality plays, see Shakespeare’s Early Tragedies (Bungay, Suffolk:
Methuen, 48-79). Shakespeare blends “attributes” of the Morality plays in Richard to form an
antithesis to Richmond, whom Brooke argues as the figure that re-establishes a Christian, orderly
pattern upon which “the whole theory of Tudor history is built” (78).

*8 See Audrey Chew’s Stoicism in Renaissance English Literature (New York: Peter Lang, 1988.
15).
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Though Richard will “prove a villain” (I.i.30) devoid of virtue, he nevertheless achieves
his goals with meticulous reason and fortitude displayed in his “plots ... laid, inductions
dangerous” (1.i.32). As the “subtle, false, and treacherous” (1.i.37) Richard vies for the
crown, he dissembles by reflecting “dissembling Nature,” which has formed him into a
hideous shape. Created as an abnormality, Richard proceeds with equally chaotic
actions. He imitates a crooked nature with Stoic resolve and with a pathological
intensity reflective of Seneca’s dramatic interpretation of a pathetic universe in Medea
and Oetaeus. ** Whereas it is primarily the earth that adapts to reflect Seneca’s
overarching motif, “formas dolor | errat per omnes” (Oetaeus, 11. 252-253) [ “pain in all
its forms” (Pratt 77)], in Richard II1, it is Richard who reflects the chaos generated by
excessive war in his unnatural form. Despite or perhaps because of Richard’s deformed
body, he maintains the virtues attached to Stoic idealism, demonstrating an ability to
withstand opponents with the fortitude of any Senecan hero. His “naturally” unnatural
mind manifests itself in his cunning words and phrases that defy the underlying moral
virtue inherent either to the Senecan hero or stoic. Furthermore, his adherence to this
form leads to Richard’s downfall at the end of the play, when Richmond divests Richard
of the god-like authority with which he murders.

If Richard’s collapse begins with self-apotheosis, it ends with a loss of rhetorical
skill and a momentary lapse into fear after the ghosts predict his doom in Act Five, a
scene that recalls Hercules’ fear after he sees supernatural beings upon returning from
Hades in Hercules Furens. Richard replaces the Christian God, which he appeals to in
fear, with himself and struggles to reassert reason, which breaks apart:

Have Mercy, Jesu! Soft! I did but dream.

O coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me!

The lights burn blue. It is now dead midnight.

Cold fearful drops stand on my trembling flesh.
What do I fear? Myself? There’s none else by.
Richard loves Richard: that is [ am 1. (V.iii.179-184)

Richard’s loss of composure in Act Five serves as the sole example of his failed resolve
in the play, and like Seneca’s Oedipus, his fear portends his decline. In Oedipus, Seneca
presents his title character as one more carried away by fear than governed by reason, an
obvious difference from Richard, whose governing reason falters only briefly when
faced with supernatural elements and “coward conscience”. Oedipus’ ability to accept
the inevitable allows him to face unchanging fate, which Richard will not. Rather,
Richard’s lack of assurance in Act Five intensifies his absolutism and constancy to a
self that embodies vice. It also leads him to proceed irrationally as he trusts Fortune to
grant him victory:

The sun will not be seen to-day;
The sky doth frown and low’r upon our army.

39 Pratt argues that Seneca’s Medea expresses a “fantasizing, hallucinating pathological emotion
... raised beyond human limits to represent the paroxysms of a world transformed by the voyage
of the Argo (and the early Roman Empire)” (78).
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I would these dewy tears were from the ground.

Not shine to-day? Why, what is that to me

More than to Richmond? For the selfsame heaven
That frowns on me looks sadly upon him. (11 283-288)

Fortune deserts Richard, but it reveals another Stoic feature that Shakespeare invests in
the play. Just as Seneca endows Fortune with thematic significance in the politics of
Agamemnon, Shakespeare creates Fortune as Richard’s overarching political outlook
based on “drunken prophecies” (1.i.33), which prove dangerous for the tyrant to hold.
Norman Pratt asserts that in Agamemnon, “only the modest life is secure” because
Seneca “fuses Fortune and immorality and treats Fortune not as an agency external to
human life but as a moral condition, a state of excess causing its own downfall” (112).

Just so with Richard, who loses power due to moral degeneracy and excessive
ambition, which Shakespeare reflects in his reliance on Fortune rather than the divine
right that he will introduce in Richmond’s consistent appeal to God in Act Five. Richard
describes Fortune rather than God as the governing force of this world, a dangerous slip
from his typical espousal of Christian humility and grace: “Unto the dignity and height
of fortune, / The high imperial type of this earth’s glory” (IV.iv.244-245). Richard
remains constant to the turning wheel he too lately realizes has “frowned” on him, even
unto death, when Catesby describes Richard’s tenacity as god-like, for he “enacts more
wonders than a man, / Daring an opposite to every danger... / Seeking for Richmond in
the throat of death” (V.iv.2-3, 5). It is clear to all but Richard that he needs “rescue ...
rescue, rescue” (V.iv.l1) mostly from himself, but he perpetuates constancy and
fortitude, responding to Catesby by maintaining a continued reliance on Fortune,
reflective of Stoic fatalism: “Slave, I have set my life upon a cast, / And I will stand the
hazard of the die” (V.iv.8-9).

Shakespeare leaves Richard’s character devoid of remorse, and his absent
conscience indicates that his constancy produces vice and “the hazard of the die,” a pun
on fate and fatal, as Richard’s Fortune changes, and his life ends thereafter. The
renewed determination Richard displays acts regressively, for it redirects him into evil
rather than to reason—if not to repentance before an inevitable death—and strengthens
Shakespeare’s political ethics, which he imbues with religious and Stoic significance. In
the last act, Richard upholds his corrupt and ambitious persistence even as he displays
an admirable courage that characterizes the Stoic hero. Despite his “babbling dreams”
he exhorts his men to deny their conscience and fight with the brutality of the sword:

Go, gentlemen, every man unto his charge.

Let not our babbling dreams affright our souls;

Conscience is but a word that cowards use,

Devised at first to keep the strong in awe:

Out strong arms be our conscience, swords our law! (V.iii.308-312)

Richard’s violation of the natural order, as his “sword” functions throughout the play as
his governing “law,” begs the question of how one should treat Richard and the
alternative his character presents. Because Richard has replaced God with himself,
upsetting the natural hierarchy, his character takes Stoic constancy to an extreme level
in opposition to Stoic virtue. Shakespeare revises Stoic ideals of the hero as a divine



44 Interactions

entity when he creates Richard as a tyrant who acts as a god by supplanting order with
chaos. His systematic murder of the rightful heirs defies the natural progression that
subordinates men, even kings, to God. As well, it provides a means for Shakespeare to
articulate a political position that concurs with the Stoic doctrine Seneca advocates in
Oedipus and Agamemnon: justice tempered by moderate action and careful thought.

In Senecan drama and prose, justice may proceed only through a divine wisdom
that governs reason. Shakespeare draws on this “divine order” or “divine reason” that
gives the Stoic a moral framework and an overarching divine compass, which functions
as part of the soul—a spiritual dimension Richard lacks:

Puto, inter me teque convenient externa corpori adquiri, corpus in honorem animi
coli, in animo esse partes ministras, per quas movemur alimurque, propter ipsum
principale nobis datas. In hoc principali est aliquid inrationale, est et rationale;
illud huic servit, hoc unum est quod alio non refertur sed omnia ad se refert. Nam
illa quoque divina ratio onmnibus pareposita est, ipsa sub nullo est; et haec autem
nostra eadem est, quae ex illa est.*

Richard’s exhortation to his army to “march on, join bravely, let us to it pell-mell, / If
not to heaven, then hand in hand to hell” (V.iii.313-314) marks the shift when vice takes
over any appearance of virtue Richard possesses, and Shakespeare uses Richard’s vice
to introduce the divine right or “divine reason” that places the “rightful” Tudor heir on
the throne.

Through the marriage of a Lancastrian with a Yorkist, “the true succeeders of
each royal house, / By God’s fair ordinance...” (V.v.30-31), Richmond and Elizabeth
will provide England with Tudor “peace” (V.v.39) in contrast with the upheaval Richard
has created. Shakespeare not only resolves tension in the play through Richmond’s
victory and marriage, but he also reestablishes “divine reason” by offering a king who
fulfills the moral role Seneca prescribes in his Stoic philosophy. By replacing “One that
hath ever been God’s enemy” (V.iii.253), Richmond presents himself as one supported
by “God and Saint George” (V.iii.271) as the “ruling element,” spiritually ordained by
God, that counters Richard’s extremist politics. Shakespeare accomplishes this
resolution by proposing moderation and justice in Richmond’s character to correct the
vice and chaos that threatens to overwhelm England permanently. As one who “draw[s]
the form and model of [the] battle” (V.iii.24) with the same just and level hand that will
later govern it, Richmond displays Stoic virtue antithetical to the moral corruption
Richard’s character represents. He will “limit each leader to his several charge” and
“part in just proportion ... power” (V.iii.25-26) as a reflection of Seneca’s political
ethics and prescription for kingship in the first book of De Clementia, which Seneca

< think you and I will agree that we acquire external goods for the body; that the body is looked
after for the sake of the soul; that the soul has subordinate parts, through which we achieve
movement and nourishment and which are given to us for the sake of the ruling element of the
soul. This ruling element is partly rational and partly irrational: the irrational part serves the
rational, which alone is subordinate to nothing else but has everything subordinate to itself. For
the divine reason has authority over all and is subject to none; so our human reason must have the
same quality as the divine, since it derives from it”. Letter 92, trans. C. D. N. Costa (Seneca.: 17
Letters. Wiltshire, England: Aris and Phillips, 1988. 104-105).
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writes to advocate moderate use of power by kings.*' Through Richmond, Shakespeare
submits the proper balance necessary for correct kingship—moderation and justice—as
an answer to the problem of extremism, at least in an Elizabethan world that
corresponds to a Stoic one.

In each of the histories, / Henry VI, 2 Henry VI, 3 Henry VI, and Richard III, the
major contenders for the crown display immoderate action, inciting violence through the
prideful ambitions of two warring families, the Yorks and Lancasters. By presenting
Richard as a Stoic character both reflective of and opposed to Stoic ideals, Shakespeare
constructs an elaborate political framework that allows him to demonize Richard and to
juxtapose two ideas of kingship against one another. Both extreme forms stand at
opposite ends of the power spectrum, though they both generate the same result: chaos.
From a political standpoint that supports the Elizabethan interpretation of history,
Richard loses the crown because his usurpation defies the divine right. Shakespeare
supports this ideology both by transforming Richard’s Stoic tendencies into vice and an
irrational reliance on Fortune and by introducing Richmond not only to end the division
in England but also to promote the moderation praised in Seneca’s Stoic philosophy.*
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Ozet
Seneca’c1 Stoacilik ve Shakespeare’in Richard IIT Adh Eseri

Edebiyat arastirmacilari, uzun bir siiredir, Lucius Annaeus Seneca’nin
Shakespeare’in Roma oyunlar1 ve 6zellikle de Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Titus
Andronicus, ve Julius Caesar adl1 eserleri iizerindeki tiyatroya yonelik etkilerini ortaya
koymuslardir. Fakat yalnmizca pek azi Richard III adli eserin, erken bir 6rnek olarak,
Seneca’nin stoact diislincesini, tiyatroya yonelik kurallarini ve tartismali olarak
Shakespeare’in en karmasik ve yaratici kotii karakteri olan III. Richard’1 yaratmak i¢in
kullandig1 trajik karakter dzelliklerini drnek aldigini agikga ileri siirmiistiir. Seneca’nin
stoacilig1 Richard’in karakter 6zelligini ve oyunun da ahlak dersini belirler: krallikta
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mutlak¢iliktan sakinmak. Bu felsefi etki, Richard’in konusmalarinda, radikal
politikalarinda ve stoact bir sebat ve tutarlilik gosterme sonucunda elde ettigi ve VI.
Henry’nin zayifliklarin1 dengeleyen, dogal olmayan bir beden ve zihin yapisiyla ortaya
cikar.

Tudor ideolojisini saglamlagtirmak i¢cin Shakespeare, Richmond’1, akil, cesaret
ve sebat gibi Stoact degerlere olan inancina ragmen Richard’in sahip olamadigi Stoaci
idealizm araciligryla boliinmeyi sonlandiran bir sentez olarak sunar. Henry’nin tacini
korumadaki beceriksizliginden kaynaklanan iktidar boslugu, asir1 tag hirst dogurur ve
Shakespeare bu c¢atigan hirslar konusunu, Seneca’nin felsefi drama ve diizyazisindan
sagladig1 stoact bakisla gelistirir ve bunlart Stoaci ideallere dayanarak karigikligi
sonlandiran Richmond karakteri ile tasarlayip sentezler. Seneca’ nin eserleri, Richard 111
icin sadece tiyatroyla ilgili dilbilimsel modeller olugturmakla kalmayip, aynt zamanda,
Shakespeare’in temsili bir sekilde Richmond’1 olusturmak ve Seneca’nin yasadigi ve
yazdig1 zalim diinyadakine paralellik gosteren Ingiltere tarihindeki siddetli donemi
yeniden yaratmak i¢in kullandig1 bir felsefe ve tarihsel ¢ergevede sunar.



Chicana Deconstruction of Cultural and Linguistic Borders

Maria Antonia Alvarez

The national boundary —1933 miles— established in 1848 to separate two nation-
states, Mexico and U.S., is a border that “epitomize the polarization of the world into
center and periphery” (Sanchez 50), even though there is no noticeable difference in the
natural landscape as one crosses that border between a northern Mexican province and
Texas or Arizona. Thus, the literature of the American southwest is filled with various
and often conflicting ethnocentric assumptions about regional and ethnic meaning and
significance, because “Anglo ‘visitors’ to the southwest do not define or experience
‘westness’ in the same way as those who are born there or as those who view the
southwest as more north than the west” (Gish 2). Since no ethnicity, no group offers the
ultimate truth, some critics are now concerned with the perspective of community and
autonomy within Chicano studies and with the way Chicano literature, written in
English since 1960, deals with its border in ways that change the map of American
studies and of North American cultural and linguistic landscape. This is complemented,
as Mary Louise Pratt affirms, with another point of view that “regards ethnic cultures as
the borderlands, sites of ongoing critical and inventive interaction with the dominant
culture, as permeable contact zones across which signification moves in many
directions” (89).

The borderlands, that area that reaches over both sides of the United States-
Mexican border, is understood as an area where three major cultures —Mexican,
Mexican-American and Anglo-American— “have interacted, and been in considerable
conflict, for more than five hundred years” (Goodman xvi) or where “the domestic and
the foreign have long met on the frontier” (Kaplan 16). This is a basic theme in
American studies which “has undergone revision from the vacant space of the
wilderness to a bloody battlefield of conflict and conquest, and more recently to a site of
contacts, encounters, and collisions that produce new hybrid cultures” (17). The space
between South Texas and Mexico derives from a clear understanding that history, after
1848, decided that this space —the borderlands— was on the U.S. side, but, as Jose David
Saldivar affirms that “the mapping of cultural theory within the discourse of the U.S.-
Mexico borderlands is an initiation” not only “to literary scholars, historians, cultural
studies critics”, but also to “anthropologists, feminists, mass culture critics, public
interest lawyers, and anti-racists” to draw again “the borders between folklore and the
counter-discourses of marginality, between everyday culture and high culture, and
between people with culture and people between culture” (1997: 17). And in a later
essay, Saldivar suggests that “[t]he sheer magnitude of the border crossing and diasporic
migrations have not only altered and complicated the boundaries of ethno-racial
formations but has also disrupted the traditional terrain of U.S. area studies in the
context of globalization” (2002: 85).
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The borderlands’ as a sense of place

For Chicana writers, a sense of place becomes essential, since their stories are
held together by what the people who populate the stories say and sow they say it; how
they look at the world outside and at the world inside. Thus, all these manifestations in
the Mexican-American border were dramatically explored by Gloria Anzaldta in her
influential book La Frontera/Borderland, and also by Sandra Cisneros in her collection
of short stories Woman Hollering Creek.

Moreover, many critics have studied the theme of place; for instance, Walter
Mignolo, who considers that “the postmodern and the postcolonial are two faces of the
same coin, locating imaginary constructions and /oci of enunciation in different aspects
of modernity, colonization, and imperial word orders” (35). José David Saldivar centers
his thought about the sense of place on an attempt to “identify and characterize a shift
that has been going on in Chicano/a cultural politics” (2002: 84). Rolando Hinojosa-
Smith affirms that “writers impart a sense of place and a sense of truth about the place
and about the values of that place. It isn’t a studied attitude but, rather, one of a certain
love, and an understanding of the place that they captured in print for themselves” (98-
99). Foucault has stated in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings,
1972-1977, that the history of space is an understudied subject of research, and for this
reason it has been necessary the rediscovery of space and its local narratives by critical
social theory, since “a whole history remains to be written of space —which would at the
same time be the history of power— from the great strategies of geo-politics to the little
tactics of the habitat” (149). In the same work, Foucault made his now famous statement
that “it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together” (100). For this
reason, he conceives discourse as “a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical
function is neither uniform nor stable” (100). He adds, to be more precise, that “we must
not imagine a world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded
discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated discourse; but as a
multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies” (100).

Derrida also argued about the dismantling and undoing of solid conceptual
grounds, such as the notion of unity which he describes as “the destabilizing drama on
the scene of the text, which has happened a sort of overrun that spoils the boundaries or
divisions” (83). According to Richard Bernstein, not many contemporary writers “equal
Derrida in his sensitivity and alertness to the multifarious ways in which the 'history of
the West' —even in its institutionalization of communicative practices— has always
tended to silence differences, to exclude outsiders and exiles, those who live on the
margins” (51). Moreover, Bernstein adds that this is one of the reasons why Derrida
speaks to those who have felt the pain and suffering of being excluded by “the
prevailing hierarchies embedded in the text called 'the history of the West' —whether
they be women, Blacks, or others bludgeoned by exclusionary tactics” (52).

! For further discussion of the concept of the horderlands, which has its own independent, though
related history, see Juan A. Castro’s “Richard Rodriguez in ‘Borderland’: The Ambiguity of
Hybridity”, where he explains that “border studies, as an autonomous discipline, was founded in
the 1950s by the social scientists Julian Samora, Gilbert Cardenas, and, in particular, Charles
Lomis”. Despite its origins in the social scientists, the discipline of border studies soon
incorporated the historical and literary themes previously associated with the concept of the
borderlands ... what once was the borderlands became the border (2001: 115).
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All these theories about people who live on the margins may apply to the
problematic of borderline in Chicana literature. The treatment of the spatial theme in
Chicano feminism is related to the cultural geopolitical position of the borderlands® and
the myth of the frontier in American history, although the West here was no wilderness
or virgin land, but a space of cultural encounter —the homeland of Spanish settlers who
had displaced the indigenous population in colonizing New Spain’s far northern
frontier. For this reason, Jose David Saldivar (1991) insists on the necessity of making
an effort to achieve a trans-national Latino pan-Americanism where native Chicano
border cultures, such as South Texas, are not dissolved, but unite Mexico with
Mexicans living in the U.S.; that is to say, to create new borderlands, which can be more
integrated into the North American sphere than the old borderlands used to be. And
more recently, Saldivar has written again about “this uneven discursive terrain of the
border in the American western field-Imaginary of the American West” (1997: xiv),
trying to “reconstruct the things said and concealed about migration and immigration;
the enunciation required and those forbidden about the legacy of conquest in the
Americas” (1997: xiv). In Saldivar’s view, “border discourse not only produces power
and reinforces it but also undermines it, makes it fragile, and allows one to map and
perhaps thwart the cultures of US empire” (1997: xiv). In the same way, J.B. Jackson
thinks that instead of focusing on dwellings, the road system must not be neglected in
the study of traditional landscapes, and we have to keep in mind Paul Gilroy’s model of
a ‘black Atlantic’, which conceives black culture as a transnational formation where
discrete national spaces are interwoven by crossings and migrations” (190).

For many new Americanists, the field of Chicano studies has begun to change
what the literary historian Amy Kaplan sees as “the conceptual limits of the frontier, by
displacing it with the site of the borderlands”, since it links “the study of ethnicity and
immigration inextricably to the study of international relations and empire” (16).
Furthermore, if the Chicano cultural critic Pérez-Torres is correct in his argument that
“the borderlands make history present the tensions, contradictions, hatred, and violence”
(12), a quick look at the way in which the paradigm of the borderlands has been treated
by official U.S. culture indicates how fuzzy the American frontier continues to be
within the culture. As Jose Saldivar puts it, “only by contextualizing the borderlands
paradigm within a Chicana studies subaltern tradition can we begin to avoid the
temptation to pedestalize or fetishize it” (1997: xiii).

The borderland between Mexico and the United States, ‘the homeland Aztlan’ is
the opposite of an inhabitable territory. It is a vague and undetermined place created by
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary, in a constant state of transition,
populated by the prohibited and forbidden: “los atravesados —the squint-eyed, the
perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half
dead; in short, those who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the

% The concepts of border and hybridity are central to the definition of Chicanism, and the defense
of cultural difference is considered significant within the Chicano / Mexican American
community. For a more liberal application of these concepts see Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of
Memory where he concludes that miscegenation and intercultural contact are giving rise to a new
brown American reality that will finally make real the promises of equality and opportunity and
the dreams of cultural inclusiveness that have frequently characterized Rodriguez’s vision of “the
future of California is its Latinoization” (1997: 151).
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normal” (B’ 3). Anzaldta stresses that “twentieth century mass immigration from
Mexico to the U.S., especially undocumented immigration, must be understood as part
of the centuries-old tradition of migration and mestizaje”’(B 3)* . But she wants it to be
“an island between the nations —a mestizo borderlands ... whose intersection gives it life
... with an affirmative language of hybridity and a geography of in-betweenness” (B 3),
because, as Hinojosa-Smith says, they didn’t return to Mexico; they didn’t have to.
They were “borderers with a living and an unifying culture born of conflict with
another culture” (1994: 99). Also the language was a strong element to unify their
’sense of place’.

Gender definitions on the border

According to Anzaldua, feminism has reformed the traditional sphere of
domesticity in a way that is “different from the oppressive vernacular house models of
the native tradition, claiming their own space and making a new culture with their own
feminist architecture” (B 22). She insists that a borderland is “a vague and undetermined
place in a constant state of transition” (B 3). She wants to facilitate communication so
that Chicanas “from one side and from the other side can come together” (B 86). The
habits of crossing will allow people from South Texas and New Mexico to coexist in
this multi-centered framework, visiting their family home without losing their identity:
“We have a tradition of migration, a tradition of long walk. Today we are witnessing la
migracion de los pueblos mexicanos, the result of the odyssey to the historical /
mythological Aztlan” (B 11).

For an analysis of gender definitions on the border we must take into account the
study of Elizabeth Coonrod Martinez on the sexual relations and Chicana artistic
identity, while examining four examples of sexual initiative as subjectivity in fiction,
thinking that “since the middle of 1980s, other fiction by Chicanas similarly reveals a
strong female character (and writer) who creates her own path, with words, subjectivity,
and images” (131). Coonrod adds that “fiction of cultural resistance includes an inner
discourse of resistance to patriarchal traditions in the Chicano culture” (131), and in a
fiction like that, “sexual experience outside of marriage no longer brings shame or
disappointment to the female character. Such characters perform as independent
subjects whose presence is not dependent on another being, but rather on her own
actions (131). That is to say, if Chicanas want to follow their own way, female
characters must also control erotic imagination and make their own sexual choices.

We should keep in mind the resistance to spatial notions that Chicanas now want
to dismantle, since they object to the housing of their identity in the national edifice
which becomes a prison for women. According to Sonia Saldivar-Hull, the geopolitical
aspect that distinguishes Chicana feminism, in its double focus on gender and race, from
white feminism, “extends beyond the re-mapping of the domestic United States-
Chicano borderlands and it establishes transnational links between the Latina diaspora

* Gloria Anzaldta’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute
Books, 1987.

4 See Mark A. Eaton’s “Dis(re)membered bodies: Cormac Mc Carthy’s Border Fiction”, where he
explains how McCarthy’s Blood Meridian examines the formation of a “decidedly mestizo culture
from the panoply of cultural practices, ethnicities, and material bodies inhabiting the border
region” (2003: 162).
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inside the U.S. and Latinas at home, in their countries, south of the U.S.-Mexico
border” (1991: 224). Chicanas deconstruct cultural insides and outsides by situating
themselves on a border or threshold position: “the space between home and exile is the
location from which they can question and renegotiate acts of inclusion and exclusion
that constitute national communities and the closure of nation-based narratives” (1991:
224). Chicanas insist that the space of their culture, the Mexican border lines of the
southwest, “was not the peripheral fringe of the American historical process, but a place
of its own right —home or Atlan—, the native homeland of different peoples from
Angloamericans” (1991: 224). And after the phase of cultural nationalism and post-
national concerns in the 80s, the border takes on a different meaning with a focus on
“internal heterogeneity, on internal differences in gender, region, sexuality, and on
mapping transnational spaces” (1991: 224).

As Cherrie Moraga states, they must learn to see themselves “less as U.S.
citizens and more as members of a larger world community” (62), without accepting the
geopolitical borders that have divided “Chicano from Mexicano ... we call it ‘Raza’—an
identity that dissolves borders. I am an American writer in the original sense of the
word, an American ‘con acento’ (62). Moreover as Gloria Anzaldua presents in her
visionary manifesto of a ‘new mestiza consciousness’ the figure of the tragic mestiza,
nostalgically looking back to a lost homeland, is replaced by the figure of a “new
mestiza, who embraces the utopian potential of her hybrid identity” (B 79). Anzaldua
insists that a Chicana learns “to juggle culture, has a plural personality and operates in a
pluralistic form” (B 79). She learns “to be an Indian in Mexican culture and to be a
Mexican in an Anglo point of view” (B 79).

Ana Castillo is concerned about the mestiza origins, reestablishing the link
between contemporary Chicana mestizas and their pre-Columbian past, at the same time
as she introduces a shift in the mode of seeing it towards a liberation of mestiza self-
perception: “We, mestizas, heiresses of Christianity, have been alienated from our
intuitions and dreams, our same-sex lovers, and our umbilical tie to the Mother-Bond
Principle by over four thousand years of spiritual oppression, not only five hundred
years of relentless racism (MD’ 223). And Castillo adds: “We have all come to suffer
the fate of The Massacre of the Dreamers whenever we have dared to utter the
prediction of the inevitable fall of the Omnipotent God in the Sky” (MD 223)°.

The final chapters of both Borderlands and Massacre of the Dreamers announce
each author’s geographic solution to the problematic of contemporary exile: the
mapping of an alternative home site’. Yet, as Saldivar-Hull states, “Castillo does not
represent the past as would a historian or an archaelogist, but views it in a visionary and
prophetic mode, making the reconstruction of the past, to use Castillo’s telling terms, a

5 Ana Castillo. Massacre of the Dreamers : Essays on Xicanisma. Arburquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1994 .

® According to Sonia Saldiver-Hull, this passage alludes to three major themes: “first, the theme
of the ‘countryless woman’, the meztiza as exile within her home country; second, the nostalgia
for maternal origins, pre-Columbian matriarchal symbols, and the wish to return to the lost past;
and third, the theme of the gaze, as a critique of dominant ways of seeing—of the fetishizing male
eye of power, through visionary and prophetic modes of perception” (1991: 240).

" In Foucault’s (1986) terms, where as Castillo’s critical counterspace is heterotopian Anzaldua’s
is utopian.
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resurrection of ancestor-visionaries and their dream-memory” (241). Furthermore also
creating an identity for all the Chicanas, even though they have to move from one side
of the border to the other: an identity that gives them the illusion of freedom and safety.

Cisneros’s characters inhabiting the border: Woman Hollering Creek

Cisneros situates her fejana short story collection Woman Hollering Creek on the
border —the regional South Texas tradition of geopolitical resistance— focusing on inter-
regional migrations within the Chicana homeland. Like many of the stories in the book,
“Woman Hollering Creek” and “Never Marry a Mexican” explain the advantages and
the difficulties of crossing two countries, as Cisneros describes the condition of living
on the border between Anglo and Mexican cultures. The protagonists inhabit a border
zone between Anglo and Mexican cultures where the perpetual clash and collision of
two sets of signifiers and two systems of social myth can throw any one culture's gender
ideology into question. While “Woman Hollering Creek” dramatizes the positive aspect
of border living —the possibilities it offers for transformation— in “Never Marry a
Mexican” the ambiguous space between cultures generates only confusion and, finally,
a new rigid gender definition.

For Jean Wyatt the dialectic between the fluidity of the borderland and the
seeming intransigence of internalized icons of womanhood in both of them are
important themes to explore (1995). A borderland offers a space where a negotiation
with established gender patterns is possible —where cultures overlap, and definitions
become flexible. Cisneros draws attention to the changing meaning of signifiers in the
border zone® by using the same words to mean two different things: for example in both
short stories the phrase en el otro lado can mean either the United States or Mexico,
moving its referent according to the side —Mexico or the United States— on which the
speaker lives.

Cisneros also questions the labeling of things by juxtaposing English and
Spanish in another vignette, “Bien Pretty”, when the narrator observes: “Urracas.
Grackles. Urracas. Different ways of looking at the same bird. City calls them grackles,
but I prefer urracas. That roll of the » making the difference” (W’ 164). The shift from
one language to the other, and back again, implies a shift between cultural codes: the
narrator is able to look at the animal first from one side of the border and then from the
other. This important stylistic strategy is a linguistic conflict often present in Latino
literature. The collision of languages, for Mary S. Pollock'o, “ramifies to spiritual,
political, practical, and aesthetic aspects of border culture and society” (56). For
instance, the dedication of Woman Hollering Creek: “For my mama, Elvira Cordero

8 For an example of the shif that has been going on in Chicano/a cultural politics, see José David
Saldivar, where he suggests that this change is not “definitive”, but it is “framed in the cultural
semiotics of anti-racism and the critique by mass cultural producers of dominant state-centric
thinking” (2002: 84).

? Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek

' In her analysis of Chicano literary style “‘A Woman with a Foot on this World and one Foot on
that’: the Bilingual Perspective of Sandra Cisneros”, Pollock afirms that “Cisneros and the
Chicano community she addresses are bound in their public expression by the philosophy of the
dominant language, but Spanish interpolates itself into English to represent that part of the
identity which English leaves out” (1993:56).



Chicana Deconstruction 55

Anguiano, who gave me the fierce language. Y para mi papa ... quien me dio el lenguaje
de la ternura. Estos cuentitos se los dedico con todo mi corazon”, shows that Cisneros
represents both sides of the border. Even though she writes for Anglophone readers, the
meaning of the Spanish words is clear enough from the English context to be
understood for them.

According to Cecil Robinson, “Chicano writers, who are revivifying the
literature of the Southwest, have by their contribution allowed for a double view of the
Chicano in American literature, the view from without and the view from within” (90).
For a woman living on the border the gender role becomes unstable, since she has to
move back and forth between Mexican and Anglo signifying systems in a continual
motion. While the Mexican woman, Cledfilas, can hear in the sound of the river called
Woman Hollering Creek only the wail of la Llorona'’, the Chicana Felice, who can go
back and forth between cultural paradigms, interprets the creek's hollering as a Tarzan
shout, and so gives the word hollering a new definition.

On the one hand, “Woman Hollering Creek” opens up gender definitions on both
sides of the border, while on the other hand, “Never Marry a Mexican” tempers the
optimism about border existence. Going back and forth between the two different
cultures can be creative, generating a third way of looking at the world —a mestiza way,
as in “Woman Hollering Creek”. However, living in a border zone, in the space between
the different worlds a Chicana inhabits, can also mean getting caught between two
cultures, like Clemencia in “Never Marry a Mexican”, who is both “alienated from her
mother culture [and] ‘alien’ in the dominant culture” (B 12). In Woman Hollering
Creek, Sandra Cisneros’s central theme is how Mexican popular culture and traditional
Mexican narratives limit the Chicana’s sense of identity, considering them as cultural
limitations in the lives of Mexican-American women.

In “Never Marry a Mexican” Clemencia does not fully grasp the meanings of
Mexican or Anglo signifying systems: “But what could be more ridiculous than a
Mexican girl who couldn’t even speak Spanish, who didn’t know enough to set a
separate plate for each course of dinner, nor how to fold cloth napkins, nor how to set
the silver-wares” (W 69), while in “Woman Hollering Creek” poor Cleofila can not
even understand her husband —of Mexican origin but born on this side— who “demands
each course of dinner be served on a separate plate like at his mother’s” (W 49).

In the literature of the border, as Thomas Torrans affirms, it is not that the area
itself stamps some geographical change on its characters; rather, it is the “divisiveness
of the boundary” which becomes important for the two cultures; the border, becomes
“the canvas on which the tales are painted, and the writers “must draw on that heritage,
interpreting a hybrid people and a harsh land” (2002: 145). According to Bakhtin’s
theory, we seem to be experiencing an awareness of the “complex intersection of
languages, dialects, and jargons”, which is forming a “new literary consciousness” (470-
1). The value of this struggle is both social and aesthetics. “Such an active plurality of
language and the ability to see one’s own media from the outside, that is, through the

" The llorona is a legendary Mexican figure of sorrowful womanhood, a mythical apparition of a
madwoman of Mexican folklore, often referred to as Malinche, the lover of Hernan Cortés, who
weeps for the children she has drowned and thrown into a river; for this the reason, in most of the
versions she is seen near a creek or a river.
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eyes of other idioms” can create the conditions for “exceptional linguistic freedom”
(471). Cisneros’s voice is formed by the sound of many voices speaking across the
borderlands in the smooth and dangerous curves of the creeks, out on the street or in the
kitchens. As she states in Sagel’s interview: “I felt like a ventriloquist” when I had to
“transcribe voices of the people of the community I knew so well” (1991: 74). And she
added: “I’'m trying to write the stories that haven’t been written. 1 felt like a
cartographer; I’'m determined to fill a literary void” (1991: 74).

The ambiguity of border existence is immediately tied to the ambiguity of
language, as the reader observes in the first paragraph of Cisneros’s tale “Never Marry a
Mexican”, when Clemencia remembers what her mother told her: “Never marry a
Mexican, my ma said once and always. She said this because of my father. She said this
though she was Mexican too. But she was born here in the U.S., and he was born there,
and it's not the same, you know” (W 68). Mexican seems to mean two different things
within the same paragraph: a Mexican born in Mexico and a Mexican born in the U.S.
The change that takes place in the meaning of the word Mexican from one side of the
border to the other suggests that Clemencia's birth in the borderlands gives her a vision
that allows her to perceive things from both sides of the border and to function in either
Anglo or Mexican discourse, “And I’d say, Shit! But that’s —how do you say it?— water
under the damn? I can't ever get the sayings right even though I was born in this
country. We didn't say shit like that in our house” (W 73). The difference between the
discourse “in this country” and the discourse “in our house” leaves Clemencia in the
borderlands, in a place that is located between the two sides. Thus, while she is thinking
of Drew, the white lover who abandoned her eighteen years before and who remains the
obsessive center of her thinking, she repeats again: “Hadn't I understood ... he could
never marry me. You didn't think ...? Never marry a Mexican. Never marry a Mexican.
No, of course not. I see. I see” (W 80). Here Mexican means Clemencia herself.

Thus, what a Mexican is depends on where you stand, and for Jean Wyatt,
Clemencia is “caught between two discourses and has a foothold in neither. Although
she means the term Mexican to apply only to potential suitors, the word is “a shift” in
this story, and its shifting does not stop at men, but moves on to designate Clemencia
herself” (50). Adopting the Anglo racist definition of Mexican ‘“ultimately means
identifying against herself; and having emptied the term of value, she is left without
resources when Mexican confronts her as the signifier of her own identity” (50). What
led Clemencia to misinterpret Mexican, and “her own social position, has tragic
consequences; abandoned by Drew, she remains in an abstract space between cultures,
isolated from both Anglo and Mexican American communities, where she replays in
memory scenes from the sexual drama with Drew that took place eighteen years earlier”
(50).

Because of her by-culturalism and by-lingualism Cisneros has two completely
ways of looking at the world, but this produces not only motivation but also pressure.
The gap between Chicana and Mexican culture becomes more apparent when
Clemencias’s friend Felice drives Cleofilas and her small son across the creek on the
way to San Antonio. When they drove across the arroyo, the driver opened her mouth
and “let out a yell as loud as any mariachi” (W 55). Felice explains that every time that
she crosses that bridge she does that: “Because of the name, you know. Woman
Hollering, Pues, I holler. Did you ever notice how nothing around here is named after a
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woman?” (W 55) And she adds: “Unless she's the Virgin. I guess you're only famous if
you're a virgin” (W 55). The Chicana, who stands between Anglo and Mexican cultures,
is not captive to the myths of either culture. That's why she likes the name of that
arroyo and she feels like hollering like Tarzan. Felice can hear in the creek's voice
either la Llorona's lament or Tarzan's cry, and chooses what she likes. Cisneros does
not problematize Felice's use of male codes to define a new female self.

Felice drives a truck which is not only the outward sign of Felice's independence,
freedom of choice, and mobility, but the vehicle which drives Cledfilas and her son to
safety. Thus, the Chicana's bicultural —and cross-gender— flexibility opens a new range
of female possibilities: As Robin Ganz states, in her short stories Cisneros takes
advantage of her “biculturalism, she enjoys her life in two worlds, and as a writer she's
grateful to have twice as many words to pick from two ways of looking at the world, her
wide range of experience is a double-edged sword” (1994: 29). Not only does the cry of
the stream give way to a resounding yell, not only does Cleofilas see beyond the
whimpering lamentation of the long-suffering woman to the possibility of a woman who
shouts out triumphantly “a yell as loud as any mariachi” (W 55), but the example of
Felice's loud self-assertion apparently enables Cleofilas to regain her own voice. She
acquires an experience in the story that afterwards she will tell her father and brothers.
The story ends: “Then Felice began laughing again, but it wasn't Felice laughing. It was
gurgling out of [Cledfilas's] own throat, a long ribbon of laughter, like water” (W 56).
Cledfilas crosses over the borderland to identify with Felice, and her laughter, -
—indistinguishable at first from Felice's— expresses a new woman in her own voice.

In conclusion, Sandra Cisneros uses a woman’s shout, a holler, to represent a
voice that, like Felice’s, resists male violence and defies the idea of women as silent
victims or sufferers. Furthermore, unlike her character Clemencia, Cisneros sees this
reconstruction of myths and the living identities tied to them as a communal process,
shared with other Chicana writers. The similarities of linguistic patterns, narrative
devices and thematic ideas create a hybrid bicultural literature built on dual
perspectives, which present alternative viewpoints on diverse issues concerning with
real and metaphorical borders, and whose form generates complex and multifaceted
interpretations.
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Ozet
Meksikali-Amerikah Kiiltiirel ve Dilbilimsel Simirlarin Yapibozumu

Meksikali-Amerikali edebiyatindaki sinir olgusu Meksikali-Amerikali kimliginin
diinyadaki yerini temsil eder. Hinojosa-Smith’in de ileri siirdigii gibi “sinir cennet
degildi ve olmak zorunda da degildi, ¢iinkii o cennetten daha fazlasiyydi—o evdi” (1994:
97) ve Sandra Cisneros’un Caramelo (2002) adli eserinde agikladig gibi, sinir1 gegerek
hi¢ kimse sarki sOyler gibi hissetmez: kdpriiyli gecer gegmez her sey baska bir dile
biiriiniir. Meksikalilarin El otro lado admi taktiklar1 Amerika’nin glineybatist Meksikali
gdcmenlere hala tamidik bir mekan gibi goriinmektedir ve burayr gegmek ayni seyi
baska bir taraftan gérmek gibidir, zira 150 yilin ardindan hala Meksikali ge¢misinden
gozle goriiliir izler tasimaktadir. Bu makale, Meksikali-Amerikali anlatisinin anahtar
temasi, son zamanlarin genel ¢aligma konusu ve feminizm igin 6zel bir olgu olan
Meksikali-Amerikali sinirinin bazi durumlarini ¢oziimleyecektir.



Seeking Self in a Simulated World: Hyperreality in
Richard Ford’s Independence Day and
Frederick Barthelme’s 7wo Against One

Alex Ambrozic

Hyperreal fiction serves as the literal manifestation of a world of perpetual
simulation. By offering unreality as real presence, hyperreal texts embody the difficulty
one experiences trying to gain psychological retreat from a world of continuous
unfounded imaging.' Hyperreal texts foreground the representation of the individual’s
struggles against, and accordance with, the simulated nature of reality in postmodern
America. In the world of hyperreality, one is constantly confronted with a culture so
immersed in simulation that the real and the feigned have the potential to become utterly
inverted. Operating within such a landscape, hyperreal texts dignify the individual’s
quest for resonant meaning by asserting that it is through the individual’s search for
authenticity that one claims a genuine sense of self. Independence Day, Richard Ford’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning sequel to the Sportswriter, presents the trials and tribulations of
living in a world of simulation. Acting in accordance with an inauthentic and
unpredictable milieu, the protagonist of Ford’s novel, Frank Bascombe, drafts a
simulated sense of self to counter the prevailing uncertainties of contemporary life. Yet
Frank’s simulated model of self, like the substitutable signs in the contemporary milieu,
proves to be nothing more than an insincere facsimile confusing the distinction between
imitation and authenticity. For Frank Bascombe, as for many protagonists of hyperreal
fiction, the simulated life proves unsatisfactory because it precludes the necessary
negotiation between the ideal and reality. Furthermore, the simulated life keeps one
from making life-affirming choices. Like Frank Bascombe, Edward Lasco, in Frederick
Barthelme’s Two Against One, manufactures a mechanical existence through intentional
isolation and disengagement. He contrives such an existence in pursuit of the best
possible lifestyle for himself. Comparable to Frank’s approach to life, Edward’s
simulated existence proves dissatisfying, and makes him vulnerable to unnatural
considerations. Although Edward Lasco’s life is much less grounded than Frank
Bascombe’s, both protagonists seek emotional grounding in similar ways: both
characters adopt a simulated way of life to counter the contemporary disarray that has
infiltrated their lives; they both fear intimacy and complication; and both Edward and
Frank learn that simulation is not a viable substitute for the richness of reality. Although
the respective realities they face are somewhat different, the depths of Frank’s and

'By psychological retreat, I mean the difficulty the individual has trying to attain objective
distance from one’s given society’s ideologies. This idea is derived from Louis Althusser’s notion
that “all ideology has the function (which defines it) of ‘constituting’ concrete individuals as
subjects” (160). Put another way, the governing ideology of any given society must be
internalized by its individual members as socially right or beneficial in order for it to sustain itself
as the prevailing doctrine (Tyson 1). Given such hegemonic domination, the individual’s capacity
to assess the predominant ideology from an objective standpoint is impaired.
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Edward’s introspection are similar. Edward and Frank confront issues of fear and
emotional inadequacy. And, although they both learn that the comforts of a simulated
life are unfulfilling, Edward chooses to suffer the consequences of the mechanical life,
whereas Frank learns to live life passionately.

From a contemporary American literary standpoint, the hyperreal’s penchant for
representation not only humanizes its characters and familiarizes their world, but also
indicates a departure from what Christopher Lasch sees as “modernism’s dead end”
(157), perpetuated by “a type of art that no longer seems to refer to anything outside
itself” (131). Depicting the world as unreality, the hyperreal demonstrates how the “sign
aims to be the thing, to abolish the distinction of the reference, the mechanism of
replacement. Not the image of the thing, but its plaster cast. Its double, in other words”
(Eco 7). In its creation of a world unmistakably like our own, yet not our own because it
is fictional, hyperreal fiction draws attention to itself as artifice. Moreover, the
hyperreal’s representative impulse all but eliminates the reader’s need for suspension of
disbelief because it grounds its concerns within an identifiable and socially applicable
framework.

Critic Robert Dunn, in “Fiction that Shrinks from Life,” argues that characters of
hyperreal texts “appear to be victims of an irony felt but not understood. They are
vacuums into which the whole terror-filled outer world presses” (24).> What Dunn fails
to consider here is that whether or not these characters recognize themselves as victims
of irony, the hyperreal text deconstructs the machinations behind the spectacle’ of
consumer society” to point out its exploitative strategies. Certainly, the painful element
of many hyperreal texts is found in their characters’ gravitation toward the
“hallucinogenic” (Jameson 120) glare of consumer society. Yet characters of hyperreal
texts often find fulfillment once they achieve a complex understanding of their
commodified world. Many characters in hyperreal fiction, unlike a large number of their

% The terms “hyperreal” and “minimalist” are often used interchangeably when critics refer to
what they see as a particular kind of contemporary fiction. Mistaking the “restriction of its field of
vision” (Lasch 131) for an unsophisticated aesthetic and its conflation of subject and object in the
“society of the spectacle” as characteristic of “pop fiction,” critics have attached such pejorative
labels to contemporary minimalism / hyperrealism as: “Pop Realism,” “Dirty Realism,” ‘“Neo-
Domestic Neo-Realism,” and “Designer Realism.” Most of these terms, found in Verhoeven (42),
were gleaned from Herzinger (8), Barth (2), and Saltzman (5). Stylistically, Ford’s Independence
Day is not minimalist. However, it portrays elements of contemporary reality as being hyperreal
*In The Society of the Spectacle, theorist Guy Debord elaborates on the preponderant influence of
the market economy over contemporary America. He discusses the contemporary landscape’s
governance by what he calls the “spectacle,” or “the historical moment at which the commodity
completes its colonization of social life” (29).

*Jean Baudrillard refers to “consumer society” as the new postmodernity that has emerged
because “we are everywhere surrounded by the remarkable conspicuousness of consumption and
affluence, established by the multiplication of objects, services, and material goods” (29).
Because of our preoccupation “with the acquisition and manipulation of goods and messages,”
resulting in a relative lack of interaction with our fellow human beings, we have proliferated “a
fundamental mutation in the ecology of the human species” (29). Baudrillard attributes the demise
of the more grounding frames of reference of the past to the overwhelming influence of the media
and informational networks, and contends that the contemporary individual has become alienated
by her/his obsession with the rhythms of the object’s “incessant cycles” (29).
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postmodern predecessors, gain sophisticated insight into the contemporary text of
America. So, contrary to Dunn’s contention that contemporary hyperrealism is overly-
motivated by “private interest,” it is “expansive” in terms of clarifying what forces in
contemporary America paradoxically fill the vacuum and thus perpetuate the ironic
tension felt.

Characters of hyperreal texts try to protect themselves from instability once the
inconstancy of the postmodern milieu dramatically affects their lives. To safeguard
against the disruptive forces inherent in contemporary life, characters of hyperreal texts
often adopt a mechanical, simulated way of living. In this way, Ford’s Frank Bascombe
and Barthelme’s Edward Lasco can be viewed as hyperreal prototypes. Their concerns
are both identifiable and applicable to the contemporary world they inhabit. Indeed,
Frank and Edward’s world is our world, one where the search for meaning and how
meaning is generated is what preserves the self from complete dissolution into a sea of
simulation.

In Independence Day, Frank Bascombe (a one time short-story writer, then
sportswriter, now realtor), finds himself in a meditative purgatory following his divorce.
A writer by nature, Frank ruminates (in great detail) about everything from the routes he
takes on his daily travels to his current life philosophy. Frank often feels “broody and
insubstantial” when he thinks of the events leading up to his divorce, and spends “days
puzzling over that summer seven years ago, when life swerved badly and [he],
somehow at a loss, failed to right its course” (7). As a coping mechanism and safeguard
against making future life-altering mistakes, Frank adopts a “simulated way to live,” a
sort of “mechanical isolation” (434) espoused to minimize adverse consequences.
During Frank’s phase of “emotional disengagement” (390), a stage of life he aptly calls
the “Existence Period,” he learns that “laissez-faire is not precisely the same as
independence” (177). Rather than ridding his life of irrevocable mistakes during the
Existence Period, Frank inadvertently compounds his angst: he allows the stigma of past
failures to kindle his present gaffe of privileging function over feeling. Frank must learn
that it is only through one’s meaningful connections with others that one finds
significance. And it is only through making choices that one activates one’s
independence and morality. Realizing that “freedom isn’t worth a nickel unless you can
act on it” (384), Frank discovers that the manner in which individuals live with the
“incidents [they] can’t control make [them] what [they] are” (371).

In the real estate business, Frank bears witness to the renunciation of an
irrevocable past. He sees in many of his clients the self-defeating “need for an
unattainable fresh start” (47) that debilitates prospective home buyers because their
hopes are predicated on a hypothetical ideal that no practical choice can procure. Joe
and Phyllis Markham, in particular, are delusional enough to want the simulation of
Vermont life in New Jersey, and do not understand that they must “bring life to a place”

>“By private interest [Dunn] mean[s] writing focused almost exclusively on relationships in
families, traditional, untraditional or broken, lives lived in undistinguished, transitory milieus far
from the centers of culture and power” (24).

®Dunn contends that contemporary minimalism / hyperrealism is not “expansive” because it
“holds no large vision of society, history or intellectual struggle. There are personal ills and
inefficacies but no awareness of social wrong, nothing that could be changed. This fiction is post-
catastrophe -- a literature of self-conscious, self-designated survivors” (24).
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rather than “[depend] on the place to supply it for [them]” (76). Believing that their
prospective home should magically grant them the ideal life they desire, the Markhams
radically reject the homes Frank shows them on the grounds that they want all their
“best options left open as long as possible” and do not want “to have taken any obvious
turns, but also not to have misread the correct turn” (57). Holding steadfast to their
hopeful delusions, the Markhams cease to believe that the past operates the way it
usually does (that is, irreversibly), leaving them in a frustrating homeless state. Their
denial of the unalterable nature of the past is symptomatic of client “disorientation,” a
phenomenon detailed in the real estate textbooks Frank Bascombe has read:

Client abruptly begins to see the world in some entirely new way he feels certain,
had he only seen it earlier, would’ve directed him down a path of vastly greater
happiness -- only (and this, of course, is the insane part) he inexplicably senses
that way’s still open to him; that the past, just this once, doesn’t operate the way
it usually operates. Which is to say, irrevocably. (51)

The Markhams’ dissatisfaction with the real estate options open to them emanates from
their belief that happiness derives from things external to themselves. They exhibit
difficulty “accepting the place providence has found for [them]” and must find truth in
Emerson’s credo that “Discontent is the want of self-reliance” (264). In addition to
being self-reliant, it is essential that the Markhams operate within the realm of
conventional human experience. Once they stray from the way life “usually operates,”
their desires become unrealistic. It is not until the Markhams decide to rent one of
Frank’s houses in what they perceive to be a less-than-ideal district that Frank sees them
as being “in a firm acceptance mode” (424) that speaks of contentment.

Frank’s own recognition of the power of willed contentment occurs while
reflecting on his need to simulate the persona of a good father. In this capacity, Frank
accepts the fact that “under the terms of [his and his children’s] un-normal life [they]
have to make extra efforts, even if they’re wastes of time” (18). Adding to the
frustration of being geographically remote from his son and daughter (Frank in New
Jersey, they in Deep River, Connecticut with their mother) is the knowledge that with
children “there’s never a now, only a then, after which you’re left wondering what took
place and [try] to imagine if it can take place again so’s you’ll notice” (305).
Influencing every one of Frank’s decisions is his self-consciousness about the past.
“When you’re young,” Frank writes, “your opponent is the future; but when you’re not
young, your opponent’s the past” (95). Caught in “the time in life when whatever was
going to affect [him] ‘later’ actually affects [him]” (94), Frank constantly calculates
how each decision he makes might come back to haunt him in the future. In defiance of
his fear of the days to come, Frank must grasp the “difference between risking
something (which [is often] morally necessary) and throwing caution to the winds”
(434) so that his contrived state of existence does not debilitate the relationships in his
life any further.

Frank’s precocious but emotionally disturbed fifteen-year old son, Paul, is
haunted by a fractured, irrevocable past. He barks in memory of the family dog, Mr.
Toby (and most probably his older brother, Ralph), because “it seems like [their deaths]
ruined everything that was fixed back then” (292). Like his father, Paul “tries to control
too much” (381), and this debilitates him to the point where he “has begun to picture the
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thinking process” (14). A source of extreme aggravation, Paul’s thinking process
“seems to be made of ‘concentric rings’ that will not ‘fit down flush on top of each
other’ in the congruent way he thinks they should” (14). Convinced that Paul, like
himself, “is drawn to the fissures of between the literal and the imagined” (343), Frank
wants “to offer [Paul] a better [conception of himself] so that he doesn’t get too attached
to the one he’s hanging onto now, which doesn’t seem too successful” (249). In the
spirit of helping Paul find an improved perception of self, Frank plans a trip to
Cooperstown with his son so that he “can get on with [his] job of lifting sagging spirits,
opening fresh, unexpected choices, and offering much-needed assistance toward life’s
betterment” (47). Cooperstown, a municipality Frank describes as “just a replica (of a
legitimate place)” (293), and its “[Baseball] Hall of Fame -- impersonal but shareable --
[are] meant as the staging ground[s] for a new life’s safe beginning” (382). But, as
Frank is to learn while emerging from the Existence Period, one cannot “stage” security.

Most challenging to Frank is “adopt[ing] the view that [his] son needs what only
[he] can supply (even if it’s not true) and then try for all [he’s] worth to imagine just
what that something might be” (210). During the Existence Period, Frank uses
simulation and imagination to allay harsh realities. He consciously maintains Paul’s
happy moods by deliberately reducing the risk of “breaking his spell, since soon
enough,” thinks Frank, “he’ll look on life and conclude like the rest of us that he used to
be happier but can’t remember exactly how” (342). Simulating calm, acceptance, and
understanding, Frank performs the duties of his “fatherly job” (15) in a deliberate,
contrived manner. An appropriate backdrop, therefore, for the most shocking event to
take place in the novel, is a batting cage (a machine designed to simulate a batter-pitcher
duel). Subsequent to Frank coercing Paul into the batting cage (one of the few occasions
Frank acts on impulse in the novel), Paul flirts with injury (making his father uneasy)
and gets hit in the eye by a seventy-five mile-per-hour pitch. The impact of the baseball
“knocks [Paul] flat down on his back with a terrible, loud thwock. After which,” Frank
relates, “everything changes” (361).

Paul’s injury serves as a revelatory experience for himself and his parents. Paul’s
mother suggests the possibility that “[Paul] will quit [barking] now” (410), and Frank’s
girlfriend, Sally, recognizes something “more human,” “powerful,” and “angular” in
Frank’s voice following Paul’s mishap (433). Sally detects that Frank has been “‘vitally
moved’ by something ‘deep and complicated,” which [Paul’s] injury may have been
‘only the tip of the iceberg for’” (433). Perhaps, Sally predicts, Frank “was already off
and running into ‘some other epoch,” maybe some more ‘permanent period’ (434).
Positive change is also found in Frank’s relationship with his ex-wife, Ann. On the
phone, following their son’s accident, Ann tells Frank that she feels “very good about
[him]” (412), and apologizes for the other night when she accused Frank of thinking
that “be’ and ‘seem’ were the same concept (which may have been true once but isn’t
now)” (244).

During his Existence Period, Frank demonstrates difficulty distinguishing
imitation from authenticity. At the novel’s close, however, it is evident that while Frank
appreciates simulation as a necessary aspect of social life, he understands that
significant meaning is only attained once one differentiates between facsimile and
genuine experience. Irv Ornstein, Frank’s long-lost stepbrother who is in the simulator
business, tells him: ““Nothing else seems as interesting as simulation when you’re in it.
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Everything seems simulatable. Except, ... the people who do it best are the people who
leave their work at the office. Maybe they’re not always the geniuses, but they see
simulation as one thing and life as another. It’s just a tool, really. ... You get in trouble
when you confuse the two’” (370). Frank demonstrates the ability to discriminate
between simulation and genuine experience at the end of the novel while he is among
the crowd gathered to watch the Independence Day procession in his neighborhood.
Even after “glimps[ing] behind the parade’s fagade” (426), Frank feels that his
“heartbeat quickens” at the sound of the trumpets and he feels “the push, pull, the weave
and sway of others” (451) as the Fourth of July parade begins. Asserting one’s
independence “is not so simple a matter,” writes Frank Bascombe, “which is why we
fight to be known by how hard we try rather than by how completely we succeed”
(429). Essential to achieving a sense of independence is struggling to procure
psychological retreat from the pageantry associated with rituals, rites, and traditions so
that one might locate the source of the profound meaning underlying the spectacle.

Frank Bascombe accepts simulation as a part of life because myth and
performance play significant roles in the development of his personal and national
identities. Answering Paul’s question regarding “what actually supposedly happened” in
Cooperstown, New York, Frank explains:

‘Baseball was supposedly dreamed up here in 1839, by Abner Doubleday, though
nobody really believes that. ... It’s just a myth to allow customers to focus their
interests and get the most out of the game. It’s like the Declaration of
Independence being signed on the Fourth of July, when it was actually signed
some other time. ... It’s a shorthand to keep you from getting all bound up in
unimportant details and missing some deeper point.” (294)

Inherent in Frank’s explanation of the mythical element of history is the suggestion that
significance is not found within history’s “simulatable” details, but in the resounding
influence of its pivotal events. The “deeper point,” the profound quality of the
occurrence, is not ascertained from its expendable details but is divined from its
“power” as a “moment of transition” (286). The degree to which one accepts
permanence as an illusion corresponds to the extent one is willing to exchange the
pursuit of meaning for the false security of absolutes. Once Frank Bascombe exchanges
categorical thinking for a more fluid consideration of life’s phenomena, he discovers the
symbiotic relationships between simulation and life, self and community, citizen and
country.

Like Ford’s Frank Bascombe, Barthelme’s Edward Lasco tries to protect himself
from instability once the inconstancy of the postmodern milieu dramatically affects his
life. To safeguard against the disruptive forces inherent in contemporary life, Lasco
takes on a similar mechanical, simulated way of living. Adopting a humorous, yet
poignant tone, Barthelme’s Two Against One demonstrates how the individual
imagination can no longer compete with the unreality of the postmodern milieu. Faced
with the difficulty of asserting his individuality in such a social environment, Lasco
must learn that negotiation between the ideal and reality, simulation and genuine
emotion, leads to a unique, more fulfilling understanding of the contemporary scene. In
order for Barthelme’s protagonist to live a full life, it is incumbent upon him to
recognize the contemporary landscape’s limitations in granting fulfilment.
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Before receiving an unexpected visit from his estranged wife and her boyfriend,
Edward Lasco spends his fortieth birthday “debating with himself the advisability of
ordering, from an outfit in California, a complete, prepackaged, do-it-yourself dual band
satellite dish” (3-4). Since their trial separation, Edward substitutes watching television
for the intimacy he once experienced with his wife. He uses “earphones instead of the
speakers built into the television cabinet ... to be aware of the quiet house” (6), the
earphones physically connecting him to the sound. Human intimacy is displaced by
Edward onto his mechanical surroundings in an attempt to find new expressions of
closeness. About Edward’s television watching, his wife, Elise, explains: “It’s how he
gets connected to the world. But he’s afraid to watch anything very long, because he’s
afraid he’ll miss something else” (63). Edward’s fear of “missing something” while
watching television depicts his apprehensive, diffident nature. This fear reflects
Edward’s frustration with his human limitations in a world of possibility. Once he
establishes (what he perceives to be) the best possible lifestyle for himself, Edward
inevitably grapples with his convictions which are “pockmarked with blind sides, things
not noticed, things not taken into account” (59), leaving him vulnerable to the
consideration of otherwise irrelevant alternatives.

Although Edward is attracted to alternatives, he simulates a controlled
environment through the isolation of variables. In search of consistency, Edward tries to
be true to himself, and finds that his convictions alienate him from potentially better
alternatives. And, Edward’s awareness of the opportunities eluding him perpetuates his
part in a state of marital limbo. Edward separates from Elise because he desires stability
and possibility simultaneously. Anxiety develops, however, whenever the stable and
possible prove to be mutually exclusive.

Stability, like meaning, is elusive to Edward. Fastidiousness about keeping order
in his household and in his new solitary life is an attempt to combat the disorder
encroaching upon him. Edward’s obsessions with control and order are depicted
through the enjoyment he gets from putting a new vacuum cleaner together, his desire to
play board games, and his wish that his house guests for the weekend would leave so as
to get “everyone back in place” (145). Through his longing for simplicity, Edward
develops principles that resist postmodern disarray. However, his unyielding nature
often perpetuates the type of contemporary confusion he aims to avoid. Edward’s lack
of desire to be physically intimate with his wife, for example, leads to his conviction
that:

if you didn’t want to make love it was better not to, even if in so doing you risked
everything. Even if you made the other person feel unwanted, unloved,
unattractive, sexually inadequate, emotionally cut off. He’d had lots of arguments
with himself about it, telling himself that he ought to just bite the bullet, close his
eyes, fantasize, do what is necessary, and for a while he had done that, carried on
as if it were for him an important part of their life together. But finally it had
seemed more important to be able to tell her the truth. What it had come to was
that it was more loving, more intimate not to make love to her than it was to do it
when he wasn’t much interested. (22)

Through his perverse, self-indulgent abstinence, Edward aims to assert control over
himself, his partner, and his life. Essentially, he “risks everything” for his convictions,
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and ironically justifies his abstinence as being “more loving, more intimate” than
making love. Although Edward and Elise’s love for one another has become “much less
demanding” (248), each still needs to be the other’s primary concern. They struggle to
maintain a sense of emotional security in their relationship despite their selfish
inflexibility.

The most significant of Edward and Elise’s problems is recognition of the fact
that their love for one another, like the free-floating substitution and differentiation in
the modern milieu, is “situational” (102). Sometimes they love each other, sometimes
they do not, prompting thoughts of “ways in which they could live together and not live
together at the same time” (105). In essence, Edward and Elise lament the fact that love,
in contemporary America, has become “too complicated, too vague. Except in
retrospect, there [is] no way to measure it. ... there [are] so many things to say, so many
of them contradictory” (102). What love is “said to be [in a postmodern context] isn’t an
accurate representation of what it is” (171). Once a relationship becomes familiar,
Edward tells Elise and her friend Lurleen, “something else is wanted” (174).
Relationships built on traditional values, according to Edward, are so contrived
“because it’s easier. The maintenance,” says Edward, “is a by-product, a killer waste
that makes people imagine that things are better than they are, that things are possible”
(174). The tension between what love is “said to be” and what it is for Edward and Elise
perpetuates tragic irony in the novel. They know they will feel dissatisfied, regardless of
whether they shape their relationship according to traditional tenets or not. This
knowledge generates anxiety and sorrow.

Conflicting desires create a postmodern double-consciousness of which Edward
and Elise are tragically aware. In time, Elise knows she will remember Edward with the
same nostalgia she experiences when she recalls her childhood. She says to Edward,
“Every once in a while I’ll see something, remember something we did together, and I’1l
feel a trace of it, a hint. ... I’1l think it was better when I had you” (255). And, given the
fact that they are drifting farther apart in their separation, there is a definite mournful
gloom in Elise’s conviction that “there’s only one man for one woman. [Edward] for
[her]” (248). Typifying the painful element of Edward and Elise’s unsubstantiated
feelings for one another are the last lines of the novel, spoken to Edward by his
girlfriend: “Edward. [Elise] loves you. I promise” (264). The heartbreaking component
of the novel is sustained not only by the double-consciousness that Edward and Elise
share, but also by virtue of the dramatic enormity of their present actions and
anticipated memories. Their current and projected circumstances are simulated to
engender sympathy for themselves on an individual level. And, given the “dramatic”
quotient of Edward and Elise’s situation, perhaps the ultimate tragedy in the novel is
found in their need to create intersecting scenarios with one another even though these
theatrical permutations prove continually disconcerting.

When Edward is approached with the prospect of a three-way marriage
(connecting him with Elise and her boyfriend, Roscoe), he considers it seriously and
learns that even though “he didn’t want to be afraid of something and be dumber than he
was in order to cover the fear” (236-37), “something about sharing Elise with Roscoe
didn’t work” (236). Through all the contradictions that Edward must endure regarding
his relationship with Elise, he feels that “[h]e and Elise just were. ... no matter what
happened they would always be connected” (223-24). In fact, “[h]e also guessed that his
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living alone was some kind of phony living alone and not real living alone. ... It wasn’t
that he anticipated her return — he wasn’t sure he thought she would ever come back —
but that he imagined that she would never leave him” (90). While trying to convince
himself that Elise will never leave him, Edward must contend with evidence to the
contrary. The tentative nature of Edward and Elise’s future together is demonstrated
through the contradictory language of the text, establishing a sympathetic perspective of
their emotional quandary. Because their theatrics are spawned by a desire to stay
connected even though they hinder their relationship at every turn, the uncertainty of
Edward and Elise’s destiny inspires both frustration and compassion.

Edward and Elise have become part of “a growing phenomenon in our culture”
(100). They are “people staying together but living apart. People with other people in
their marriages. People with two husbands, or two wives, or extra children picked up
God knows where” (100). Feeling inexplicably linked to, as well as repelled by, Elise,
Edward is not quite certain when “things had slipped their moorings” (245). He
wonders

how he had managed to have a wife and not have a wife at the same time, how
his wife happened to have a boyfriend who wasn’t a boyfriend, how the two of
them managed to live together while he lived alone, ... how everything that was
supposed to be perfect and beautiful, the sex-love-marriage system, the source of
all good and the protection against all evil, ... had eluded him so entirely. (51-52)

Edward discovers the answers to these questions are complicated since, in a postmodern
context, “nothing ever comes to anything, because anything it could come to could
never be true” (253). Thinking in absolutes is no longer appropriate. The “sex-love-
marriage system” is no longer a categorical imperative. Truth is fleeting and arbitrary.
Everything seems simulatable. However, one’s desire for the semblance of fixed order
amidst rampant possibility remains constant.

Reminiscing about the drives he and Elise took out “in the suburbs, where all the
houses were alike” (19), Edward muses:

There was contentment in those drives, a sense of a world properly ordered,
appropriately in control, and at bay. Edward liked looking at the homes they
passed, homes where small hopes had been effectively met, thinking of himself
both as an integral part of that world, of having a home like that himself, where
the warm yellow light from the interior laced the edges of the leaves of the
chinaberry tree that stood just outside the glass, and somehow, too, as a glider in
that world, a planetary traveller with no exceptional powers or capacities, and
every good intention. (19-20)

The warmth and consistency shown in the above passage measure the distance Edward
and Elise have travelled from such a comforting scene. They have been seduced by the
false promises of the postmodern milieu. They think they can satisfy two conflicting
desires simultaneously, and this assumption separates them. As time moves on, Edward
and Elise become tragically aware that their desires for order, comfort, and consistency
will be thwarted. Despite this knowledge, they struggle to simulate a life that will
facilitate satisfaction even though fulfilment is fleeting.
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Hyperreal fiction responds to the cultural hegemony (predicated on consumerism
and simulation) that has colonized the individual (Pheloung 172). While delineating the
confusion such a society generates between the imaginary and the real, simulation and
experience, it asserts that one can achieve meaning through understanding the
difficulties inherent in making these distinctions. Once one acknowledges how the
spectacle works to draw one away from authenticity, the contrived nature of reality
becomes apparent and the manipulative allure of consumer society becomes
jeopardized. Hyperreal texts depict what critics deem a culture that has been colonized
by the commodity, one that does not allow for an uncomplicated division between the
individual and consumer culture. Yet their characters’ attraction to the imaging of
consumer society creates a concomitant need for release, retreat, escape, and
transformation that can be found, the hyperreal text claims, through an understanding of
the human desires consumer society exploits.” What makes this contemporary vision
unique is the contention that individuals can find fulfillment through their search for
resonant meaning in and beyond the ersatz world that captivates them.

Hyperreal texts render the ubiquitousness of popular culture to provide us with
greater insight into ourselves as part of the contemporary world. The individual and the
contemporary milieu are only separable, the hyperreal text suggests, in terms of the
degree to which the individual recognizes the machinations behind consumer society
and the human desires it exploits. Most often, protagonists of hyperreal texts use
phenomena of the contemporary landscape as metaphors to render corporeality to their
internal emotions. For the most part, they appeal to their surroundings to provide
answers to their existential questions. Hyperreal fiction illustrates the individual’s
struggle (or lack thereof) to achieve psychological retreat from the contemporary milieu.
It is ironic that psychological retreat and meaningful connection are often found through
the protagonists’ understanding that the simulations of contemporary America, being
ubiquitous, can serve as universal frames of reference and tools of self-expression.
When Frank Bascombe and Edward Lasco simulate personae that are merely replicas of
“legitimate” human beings, they act in accordance with the simulated world that
surrounds them. Once Frank Bascombe realizes that the overwhelming influence of the
spectacle on individual lives occludes understanding, however, he begins to
comprehend the machinations behind postmodern America. This realization gives him

"Here, Lois Tyson’s claim that the individual psyche and social ideology are dialectically related

is particularly helpful. In her book, Psychological Politics of the American Dream: The

Commodification of Subjectivity in Twentieth-Century American Literature, Tyson considers
the ways in which the individual psyche and its cultural milieu inhabit, reflect, and
define each other in a dynamically unstable, mutually constitutive symbiosis. In this
context, psychology is always cultural psychology and politics are always
psychological politics, not because, as poststructuralism would have it, the structures
of consciousness are inscribed within the processes of social signification, but because
both the structures of consciousness and the processes of social signification are
inscribed within the same dialectics of desire. (2)

A deconstruction of the human desires consumer society exploits, then, can bring the individual

closer to an objective understanding of his or her psychological and emotional space within the

contemporary world.
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greater insight into who he is in a world of which he is a part. Like Frank Bascombe,
Edward Lasco is given the opportunity to recognize the shortcomings of a simulated
manner of living. Unfortunately, Edward chooses to exist in a mechanical, rather than
life-affirming fashion.
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Ozet

Simule Diinyada Kendini Arayis: Richard Ford’un Independence Day ve
Frederick Barthelme’in 7wo Against One Romanlarinda Hipergercekeilik

Hipergercek anlatilar siirekli devam eden similasyonun edebi gostergeleri
gorevini gormektedir. Gergek olmayani gercek varlik olarak sunan hipergercek metinler
sonsuz asilsiz hayallerin diinyasindan psikolojik anlamda soyutlanmaya caligan
deneyimlerin de imkansizligini disa vurmaktadir. Hipergergek metinler bireyin
postmodern Amerika’da simiile edilmis ger¢egin dogasiyla olan savasini ve ona uyum
saglayisin1 gostermeyi Onplana g¢ikarmislardir. Hipergercek diinyada kisi, gercek ve
uydurma olanin potansiyel olarak siirekli yer degistirebilecegi, similasyona batmis bir
kiiltiirle kars1 karstyadir. Boyle bir ¢erceve iginde yer alan hipergercek metinler bireyin
ancak 0zgiin olan1 arayiginin sonucunda gercek kimligine kavusabileceginin isaret eder,
ve bireyin yankilanan anlamlarin pesinden gidisini yiiceltirler. Independence Day
Richard Ford’un Sportswriter’da yayimlanmis olan Pulitzer o6diillii serisidir ve Two
Against One Frederick Barthelme’nin simiilasyon diinyasinda verdigi sinavlari ve
sikintilar1 konu etmektedir. Gergek olmayan ve degisken bir ¢evreye gore hareket eden
Ford ve Barthelme’nin roman kahramanlar1 simiile yagam sekillerini su an gegerli olan
giliniimiiz yagaminin belirsizliklerine karsi gelistirirler. Yine de Frank Basombe’nin ve
Edward Lasco’nun simiile modelleri, ayni gliniimiiz ortaminin temsili gostergelerinde
oldugu gibi 6zgiin ile taklit olanin ayirt edilemedigi sahte birer kopyadan oteye
gidemezler. Bascombe, Lasco ve diger pekgok hipergercek roman kahraman igin
simiile yasam, ideal ve gercek arasindaki gerekli uzlasmay: saglayamadigi igin yetersiz
kalacaktir.



Testimonial Stories of Dorothy Allison’s
White Trash Queer Identity

Aycan Cetin

Voice means presence, presence means origin,
and origin implies Logos/the Word, the Godhead,
the authority of Truth—the source and substance
of power.

JEANNE PERREAULT, Writing  Selves:
Contemporary Feminist Autobiography

Allison’s fiction is self-aware, self-reflective, and testimonial in nature. Her
stories carry tracks of the brutality of her childhood in the rural south. Her first novel,
Bastards Out of Carolina (1992) is told by Bone who is out-of-wedlock. She is the little
daughter of Boatwrights of Greenville County, South Carolina. The story starts with
Bone's childhood memories and life among her mother Anne who works as a waitress
and her numerous aunts, uncles, and cousins. They are “white trash” and very crowded.
Bone’s life gets brutal after her mother's marriage with “Daddy Glenn”. The story
continues with a climax of sexual abuse. Daddy Glenn abuses Bone brutally. Through
the eyes of an innocent but clever child, Bone sees and tells the events acutely as the
narrator of the novel. The novel encompasses sensitive and complicated mother-child
relations, sexual awakening of a child, sexual abuse and self-hatred in the context of
southern white trash poverty.

The sexual abuse of the narrator at the hands of her stepfather is also a centered
theme in Allison’s short story “River of Names”. In the story, the narrator whose name
is not mentioned tries to get rid of the memories of her abusive father. She has a lesbian
relationship with Jess who is from a middle class. Jess’s father is a university professor.
Allison contrasts her memories with Jess’s life which she can estimate from her naive
point of view. She tells “violent stories” to Jess to entertain her and to face her
memories which disturbs her in her dreams.

Allison writes her lived experiences without censoring them. Her
autobiographical testimonial stories are collected in her book 7rash. She acknowledges
in the story, “Preface: Deciding to Live”, that autobiographical element of her stories is
the “reinvented experience” of her as a working-class lesbian. Autobiography serves a
political goal in this sense. Her memories are “reinvented” for a political representation
of working-class lesbians.

There are three main reasons why Dorothy Allison writes from her testimonial
queer point of view. First, she endeavors to create a “subject position” in order to
represent the invisible in her society. Working-class lesbians, white trash population of
the rural south are the ones who are represented in her fiction. She aims to deconstruct
the stereotypes of her population who are poor whites. To reach her political goal, she
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asserts her difference from middle-class white Americans and steps forward with her
queer identity to subvert the stereotype.

Second, story telling is a concept that opens a free space in which Allison can
confront with the social injustices, male-centered violence, and overcome her frustration
as a non-traditional woman. As literary critics widely agree, the discontented life
models of non-traditional women have led them to turn to fiction for identity and self-
representation. Thus, mingling the real with uses of language, the literature they
produce concludes the confrontations by revealing her truth.

Third, Allison uses not just the trope of storytelling to empower herself but
specifically the trope of therapeutic recovery. As psychologists argue, remembering and
telling stories about traumatic events is essential both for the restoration of the social
order and for the healing of individual victims. Allison, therefore, writes for recovery
from her traumatic experiences of her life in white trash rural society in Greenville,
South Carolina.

Representing the Invisible

In Dorothy Allison’s fiction, body encompasses a political dimension not only because
she writes her bodily experiences to foster écriture feminine, but also because she tries
to represent the invisible through bodies rather than emotions. Body is a crucial
element in contemporary women’s writing and hence women’s writing is often spoken
of as “writing the body” (Perreault 9). Héléne Cixous writes, quotes Perreault “Women
must write through their bodies” in order to break the male reason on writing (9).
Cixous insists that “women are body” and “more body hence more writing” (9).
Accordingly, asserts Perreault, since the female body has so often been the object of
male discourse, écriture feminine has the great appeal of seeming to be the voice of the
female body speaking about itself as subject.

Kelly Thomas argues that Allison’s literary representation of body is a means to
depict poverty. Poverty can carry both positive and negative meanings depending on the
representations. Allison’s attitude towards the poor changes as well. Thomas writes,
“Allison’s narrative depicts the intricate ways in which the body visibly registers
degrees of poverty and how such embodied indigence can carry vastly different
meanings, ranging from aesthetically and morally uplifting to trashy and repugnant”
(168). Human body is related to the society in Allison’s fiction. In other words, bodies
are at the core of a society for Allison. In her works, the trashy bodies are worthless—
represented like cattle which reproduce and multiply without family ties, kinship or
friendship, but with only the very presence of the bodies themselves in a degraded
society. She writes in “River of Names™:

We were so many we were without number and, like tadpoles, if there was one
less from time to time, who counted? My maternal great-grandmother had eleven
daughters, seven sons; my grand-mother, six sons, five daughters. Each one made
at least six. Some made nine. Six times six, eleven times nine. They went on like
multiplication tables. They died and were not missed. I come of an enormous
family and I cannot tell half their stories. Somehow it was always made to seem
they killed themselves: car wrecks, shotguns, dusty ropes, screaming, falling out
of windows, things inside them. I am the point of a pyramid, sliding back under
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the weight of the ones who came after, and it does not matter that I am the
lesbian, the one who will not have children (5).

She represents her society like multiplying bacterium with a purpose: Her being
lesbian makes sense in such a community since she is determined not to contribute to
the formation of this crowded and wicked society. In the story, the people of Greenville
become coded as “trashy” because they are associated with unregulated reproduction,
unrestrained and perverse sexuality, and negligent work ethic. She differs from the
others in her society with her sexual choice.

As Thomas coincides, Allison’s attitude towards her society is dark and intricate.
Although she depicts these people in degraded positions, Dorothy Allison opposes the
hegemonic discourse over the white trash identity which suggests that poverty only
happens to people who deserve it. She writes in Bastards Out of Carolina,

I show you my aunts in their drunken rages, my uncles in their meanness. And
that’s exactly who we are said to be. That’s what white trash is all about. We’re
all supposed to be drunks standing in our yards with our broken-down cars and
our dirty babies. Some of that stuff is true. But to write about it I had to find a
way to pull the reader in and show you those people as larger than what
contemptible myth. And show you why those men drink, why those women hate
themselves and get old can’t protect themselves or their children. Show you
human beings instead of fold-up, mean, cardboard figures (12).

Allison attempts to show the reader that people of her society are humans.
Although she confesses that she exaggerates some of the stereotypical traits of them in
order to take the attention of the readers, beyond this technical innovation, she wishes
to say that her people are like the other humans in the universe in the way they react to
the events. The life conditions in the rural south force them to act like that. What turns
them into white trash community is not their choice but the adverse circumstances.

There have been scholarly investigations relating to the construction of
“whiteness” as an aspect of racial identity in the United States. Accordingly, being
white is not enough to be on the upper side of the ladder. “The trashy poor are despised
and degraded,” writes Kelly Thomas, “because they are white, but never white enough:
they don’t have enough money; they don’t consume properly; they don’t believe in
narratives of social progress” (169). According to her, this is a heterosexual middle-
class discourse that constructs “whiteness”. But the people in Dorothy Allison’s society
are not coded as whites in the first place. They are poor and degraded people, and their
whiteness is of the secondary importance. In the story “River of Names”, Allison
shows her family photos to Jess in order to describe their overall view. She writes:

I've these pictures my mama gave me—stained sepia prints of bare dirt yards,
plank porches, and step after step of children—cousins, uncles, aunts; mysteries.
The mystery is how many no one remembers. I show them to Jesse, not saying
who they are, and when she laughs at the broken teeth, torn overalls, the dirt, I set
my teeth at what I do not want to remember and cannot forget (4,5).
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Middle-class heterosexual discourse has seen poverty as a sub-culture based on
vice, filth and moral ignorance. Allison attempts to subvert this notion in her stories by
asserting that poverty is not these people’s choice. They deserve respect and tolerance in
the universal level. The concept of testimony makes her stories realistic. She attempts to
assert that things happen in the way she tells in her stories. But does she really represent
them realistically? Is it possible to represent anything as it is in reality? What are the
limits of her testimony?

According to Ananta Ch. Sukla, representation is basically an ocular concept that
explains the dualistic nature of human experience referring to the relation between two
items in human experience—the internal and the external, the mind and the world.
Representation in its Latin origin repraesentare means “to make present or manifest or
to present again” confining the referent almost exclusively to inanimate objects that are
literally brought into someone’s presence—to present/embody/manifest an abstract
idea/thought through/in a concrete object or even sometimes to substitute one object for
another (1). Moving from this definition, one should not concentrate on the validity of
her stories as testimonies, but one should rather ask, what abstract thoughts and feelings
does Allison reveal through her testimonial representations? Frustration, ignorance,
helplessness, weakness and anger are among the feelings that frequently occur in
Allison’s stories. Her testimony, moreover, points out the need for a social, economic
and political reform and recovery for the society. It is fair to say that her testimony
serves a political goal for her community.

Allison is also concerned with the representation of the female white trash
experience. She attempts to show that the experience of women differs from that of
men. Kelly Thomas coincides that Allison is concerned with the poor women and turns
towards female experience and the challenges that poverty presents for women’s
sexuality, motherhood, and childcare. Thomas also believes that Allison’s works
painstakingly illustrate the ways in which poor white women are “doubly vulnerable” to
the physical and emotional effects of poverty in American culture. First of all, they
dwell at the bottom of the cultural and social hierarchy internal to “whiteness”, and they
habitually suffer sexual mistreatment and political disenfranchisement as a result of
their poverty. Indeed, as Thomas asserts, in Allison’s fiction the poor white female body
is a politicized concept and the patriarchal discourses about sexuality converge to
enforce traditional social hierarchies. In the “River of Names”, Allison exemplifies male
violence against women. She writes in “River of Names™:

Almost always, we were raped, my cousins and I. That was some kind of joke,
too.

What's a South Carolina virgin?
’At's a ten-year-old can run fast.

It wasn't funny for me in my mama's bed with my stepfather, not for my cousin,
Billie, in the attic with my uncle, nor for Lucille in the woods with another
cousin, for Danny with four strangers in a parking lot, or for Pammie who made
the papers. Cora read it out loud: “Repeatedly by persons unknown.” They stayed
unknown since Pammie never spoke again. Perforations, lacerations, contusions,
and bruises. I heard all the words, big words, little words, words too terrible to
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understand. DEAD BY AN ACT OF MAN. With the prick still in them, the broom
handle, the tree branch, the grease ... objects, things not to be believed... whiskey
bottles, can openers, grass shears, glass, metal, vegetables . . . not to he believed,
not to be believed (6).

Male violence is treated as a means of limiting women’s freedom and mobility in
Allison’s fiction. In addition to rape, there is a great deal of domestic violence brought
out of the private domain, where men are able to do what they want without
interference. The reader, therefore, gradually discovers numerous forms of violence
through Allison’s fiction and nonfiction (domestic violence, rape, marital rape,
homosexual rape, child abuse, incest rape, sexual harassment are among them). She
writes in italic capital letters, “DEAD BY AN ACT OF MAN” to indicate the male origin
of violence.

Masculinity of violence is neither a new subject nor belongs to only Allison’s
community. As Allwood quotes from Marie-Victorie Louis’s article “Violences
Conjugales” (1990); “. . . with only a very few exceptions, in all these cases, including
when the violence is homosexual, the attackers are men.” She also asks: “Why has such
an enormous and so obvious a reality not yet been taken into account? Why has the
relation between the sex of the attacker and that of the survivor not been identified by
criminologists, legal sociologists, the police, and researchers as a central question?”
(120). Allison’s stories, like the feminist activists, point out the inadequacies in the legal
system, and the urgent need to evaluate the law in its living social context. In her stories
about violence, gendered power relations are in play.

Power and sexual violence are interrelated subjects. Thus, Bruce Kokopeli and
George Lakey define “rape” as asserting power through sexuality. In “More Power
Than We Want: Masculine Sexuality and Violence,” they write, “Rape is the logic of
masculine sexuality. Rape is not much a sexual act as an act of violence expressed in a
sexual way. The rapist’s mind-set—that violence and sexuality can go together—is
actually a product of patriarchal conditioning” (444). Kokopeli and Lakey believe that
the dilemma occurs from the fact that since masculinity is a form of domination, no one
can rest secure, and the struggle goes on forever unless men are actually willing to give
up and find a more secure basis for their identity. Allison shows this in her fiction. For
example, in “River of Names”, James goes blind because of his father, Butch is killed
by his uncle, Lou is raped by some stranger men, Mark and Luke get their ear lopes
sliced by the will of a man who is their boss in county farm where they are sent to work.
Men violate women, children and the other men in Allison’s fiction.

In “River of Names”, the concept of “feminization of a male rape victim” comes
forward. The boys treat Cousin Lou like a woman when they violate him in the gas
station:

Lou got caught at seventeen and held in the station downtown, raped on the floor
of the holding tank.

Are you a boy or are you a girl?
On your knees, kid, can you take it? (10).
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This quotation shows that feminization of a male rape victim reinforces the
subordination of women by men. Thus, for Allison, sexual violence against women is
not only culturally pervasive but also a condoned concept which is perceived as a
primary means by which men establish their “manhood”. Allison is against the concept
of “manhood” attained by exerting power through fear and violence. Thus,
heterosexuality is under inspection in Allison’s testimonial fiction. Allison seems to
agree with Barbara Krasner who asserts that “... women can not be feminists and
heterosexual where heterosexuality is understood as a political institution that is based
upon our operating construction of gender that lends itself to the oppression of women”
(Zita 312).

Lesbianism is one possible strategy for resistance against violence in fiction by
women. Dorothy Allison creates lesbian ethics in her fiction. Lesbian ethics generally
challenges masculine writing. Sarah Lucia Hoagland particularly asserts that “lesbian
ethics” challenges the concept of “female agency” which is prescribed by the feminine
fiction with a masculine discourse. It challenges the model of being a decent woman,
the myth of nurturing mother, lesbian invisibility, and trivialization and/or
“naturalization” of male violence against women. She says, “Lesbian ethics is an ethics
of resistance and creation, lesbian ethics is an envisioning and discussion of
possibilities, given lesbian lives, for a transformation of values ... It is revolution” (402).
Hoagland believes that heterosexuality constitutes an oppressing context that erases
female agency. Lesbian community, on the other hand, constitutes an alternative context
that makes heterosexual oppression defective and invalid.

As Harris argues, lesbianism can be merely a protest against male dominance
and an expression of freedom from the restrictions of the feminine role. However,
lesbianism can also be seen just as an expression of the appreciation of women and
femaleness. In other words, lesbianism can be a separatist, alternative life-style for
women rejecting male oppression, yet it can involve a process of self-discovery and
self-affirmation, a process of learning how to relate to another human being as her equal
in a mutual and shared relationship.

Allison’s queer identity affirms both arguments. As Jillian Sandell writes, her
queer identity enables Allison to see her life differently. In Sandell’s “Telling Stories of
‘Queer White Trash’”, Allison acknowledges:

If I wasn’t queer, I wouldn’t be a writer. I’d live in a trailer park. Probably in
Greenville, South Carolina. I would probably have six kids. I would probably
beat them. I would probably drink. I would probably be dead. I’'m forty-three. In
my family that’s a long time to live. I think that being a lesbian gave me the
possibility to see my life in different terms (Sandell 225).

As Josephine G. Hendin argues, in the Western literary tradition, in order to
speak, to represent herself and the other women, a protagonist assumes either a
masculine position or chooses to hide her feminine identity. However; “Homosexuality
serves as metaphor for a spectrum of impulses that blurs clear distinctions between male
and female and diverts attention from the war between the sexes. It focuses on
resistance to conventional notions of sexual power or the patriarchy” (Hendin 171).
Thus in Allison’s fiction humanity is the essential concern in the context of protest
against violence resulting from traditional gendered roles. It is fair to say that, Allison’s
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fiction leads her readers to inspect the norms of heterosexual reality and reconsider
lesbian separatism in terms of male violence. She holds her queer identity as a strategy
to control patriarchy both in life and in her fictions.

Allison’s fiction, then, could be considered as socialist in attitude in terms of the
social reforms it suggests. However, the immediate effects of such suggestions are
questionable within the capitalist system. Allison’s fiction represents the degraded side
of American culture in which the democratic liberties change their content and lose their
effectiveness. In Allison’s fiction such cultural troubles as juvenile delinquency,
dissolution of family and neighbourhood bonds, drug abuse, racism and sexism are all
signs of failure in the present system. On the other hand, any protest among white trash
people does not occur. Therefore, any social reform can not be achieved on the national
level. This situation might be the result of the fact that the continuing oppression of
these people is being obscured by the capitalist system with its patriarchal foundations.
Alan Sinfield calls this downfall as “a failure at the level of culture” (627). The solution
he seems to support is a kind of welfare-capitalism, an alternative to socialism. He
explains, “actually welfare-capitalism is an attempt to ameliorate and preserve
capitalism, by protecting against and compensating for its disadvantages” (627).
Because despite the promises, he writes, Americans are suffering the inefficiency and
inhumanity of capitalism, and the imperialism of patriarchy (627).

Alan Sinfield believes that the American social classes are entrapped by the
capitalist hegemonic ideology which is active in the practices of everyday life. He says,
“We are born into it, come to consciousness within it; it is confirmed, continually, in the
practices of everyday life. Our subjectivities ... is constructed in ideology. Hence we
recognize ourselves as the kinds of people ideology needs us to be” (628). The people
represented by Allison are poor whites who do not consume enough to be considered as
agents in the capitalist system. Capitalist ideology, thus, ignores the economic and
social problems of these people. These white trash people do not question their
condition as well, because they are born into it. They unconsciously acknowledge that
they are not valuable for the nation. This indicates the power of the capitalist ideology
which turns these people into invisible and mute citizens. The question that comes to
mind in terms of power of dominant ideology is: How come such confronting voices as
Dorothy Allison occur in such a repressed society? And why does such a powerful
ideology allow subversive voices like Allison?

As Sinfield explains, despite their power, dominant ideological formations are
also under pressure from diverse disturbances. In Foucault’s words, “Where there is
power, there is resistance”. These disturbances do not stem only from “irrepressible
humanity,” but also from pressures and strains which the social order inevitably
produces within itself, even as it attempts to secure itself. As Raymond Williams puts,
quotes Sinfield,

We have no emphasize that hegemony is not singular; indeed that its own internal
structures are highly complex, and have continually to be renewed, recreated, and
defended; and by the same token, that they can be continuously challenged and in
certain respects modified. ... the central, effective and dominant systems of
meanings and values ... are not abstract but ... are organized and lived” (630).
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So the dominance of capitalist ideology depends on continuous processes of renewal,
reinterpretation, adjustment and dilution. Thus, these processes are guided in relation to
“alternative” and “oppositional”; “residual,” and “emergent” cultural formations such as
the literature of the protest (630). Sinfield states that the dominant groups may tolerate,
repress, or incorporate these opposing formations; but that will be a part of continuous,
urgent and often strenuous project. Therefore, even the stories of displacement,
marginality or class inequalities serve capitalism. Thus, no matter whether these stories
can challenge the oppression based on economic inequality, the widespread approval of
Dorothy Allison’s fiction shows that Americans easily consume and enjoy her stories of
the white trash. Indeed, “capitalism has proven to be notoriously efficient in its ability
to recuperate radical ideas and turn them into commodities to be consumed within the
market economy” (Sandell 213).

Dorothy Allison’s testimonial stories seem to be approved by the capitalist
system. As Don Wayne puts it, quotes Sinfield, “‘... dominant ideology gives a certain
rein to alternative discourses, ultimately appropriating their vitality and containing their
oppositional force’” (629). According to this theory, even the protesting voices of the
marginal play into the hands of dominant ideology. Because that the protesting voices
are allowed to exist shows that they are tolerated by the dominant ideology.

Telling Testimonial Stories and Validity of Subjugated Point of View

Telling testimonial stories about one’s own personal life is a trend peculiar to
contemporary Western cultures. Writers on the margins tend to tell their subjective
experiences in order to enable and foster the organization of social and political
communities. Because all stories, argues Ken Plummer, share the fact that they are
“social actions embedded in social worlds” (Sandell 212). Thus, writing about her own
marginalized life from her subjugated point of view, Dorothy Allison inevitably depicts
a portrait of southern white trash society in her testimonial stories.

In terms of testimonial writing, it can be useful to know the real life of Dorothy
Allison in order to give better meaning to her works. Dorothy Allison was raised by her
waitress mother and abusive stepfather in Greenville in awful life conditions. The
family, informs Carolyn E. Megan, was appallingly poor, with both parents working
several jobs yet continuously struggling to get out of debt. “Born out of wedlock and
into a society that held impoverished people in contempt, Allison learned what it was to
be marginalized and to live on the periphery” (Megan 544). Her family then moved to
Florida in order to escape debt when she was a teenager. In Florida she had an
opportunity to free herself from the perceptions held about her and the other white trash
people in Greenville. She eventually managed to start a new life and become a good
student and a writer. This was a turning point for her as she learned how to reveal
herself in literature through her testimonial writings. It was in her twenties, writes
Megan, when Allison became involved in the feminist movement and began to
understand the importance of giving voice to her life story. As Thomas quotes, Allison
writes in Skin: Talking about Sex, Class, and Literature, « ... those who cannot change
their own lives have every reason to be ashamed of that fact and to hide it” (172).
Allison is aware of the difficulty to speak when one is still on the margins of society.
Thus, she starts writing when she is freed from her white trash past. She believes that
she has the privilege to write because she is the witness of the life in Greenville. But,
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what knowledge does Allison possess? How privileged is her subjugated knowledge?
Can her standpoint in the story be transformed into any ideological epistemology such
as feminism or socialism? To what extent does her standpoint provide a basis for white
trash life, poverty, gender hierarchy, and relations of race in the South? And to what
extent does it provide a basis for queer experience? These are some of the questions that
go round her fiction.

Self-representation is an important key concept in testimonial literature. Dorothy
Allison is not only a lesbian but also a white trash and she has got two reasons to be
represented in order to resist. Those who are on the margins are not burdened with
individualism, subjectivity, identity, or authorship. Thus they suffer from a lack of self,
identity, and intelligence. Eventually, they become coded as marginal in the
representations of privileged white men. Marginal people who are deprived of formal
recognition of their subjectivity in mainstream arts and letters seek to write themselves
for self-representation. Their philosophy is “I write therefore I am”. They take a subject
position and write their personal experiences in a testimonial voice.

Subject positions that marginal authors take are usually constructed within the
context of human, social and economic relations. Thus, story telling becomes for the
marginal writer a way to understand her/his place in the society. Story telling creates a
space to reconstruct and embody her/himself in literary representations. Telling one’s
story in the way one determines subverts the imposed inscriptions previously held for
him/her.

Jeanne Perreault points out the concept of “crisis in representation” mainly based
on the relation of subjectivity to language. Accordingly, a feminist critic must conclude
that the male writers rely on their fantasies, wishes, or fears of the “feminine” to
“subvert the Subject, Representation, and Truth” (8). On the other hand, she argues,
écriture feminine fosters women to speak as subjects to subvert masculinist discourse on
women. Here, the act of writing goes parallel with the emotional/psychological
expressions of the self. If we agree with Michel Foucault’s argument that “One writes in
order to become other than what one is” (Gilmore 11), than we should agree that women
write to construct an identity different from the one held for them in their society. As a
result the validity of testimonial writing should not be questioned in terms of revelation
of the facts.

Testimonial Writing as a Mental Healing from a Trauma

Storytelling not only helps women to constitute their own identity but also helps
them to heal their previous wounds. Especially writing about one’s trauma leads
her/him to escape from the effects of the destructive experience. This writing process
enables the author to reconsider his/her experience on the way to recovery.

Stories of intense crisis such as being raped or facing violent actions, argues
Gilmore, share a basic structure of suffering, surviving, and surpassing. Dorothy Allison
is aware of her suffering and survival, and she is in the stage of surpassing her traumas.
Thus her stories focus on her stages of suffering, survival and her burdened conscience
resulting from her ability to survive. There are two visible effects of her testifying
traumas in her stories. First, she mentally heals herself by writing about her traumas and
gets stronger after each experience of telling what she feels. Second, she feels
responsible for the other subjugated people who are injured in these stories. She
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assumes the responsibility for “witnessing” and testifying. Such consciousness leads
her to deal the traumas as cultural concepts although she experiences and interprets
them personally. She writes about her intense feelings about her survival in “River of
Names”:

I dig out the pictures, stare into the faces. Which one was 1? Survivors do hate
themselves, I know, over the core of fierce self-love, never understanding, always
asking, “Why me and not her, not him? There is such mystery in it, and I have
hated myself as much as I have loved others, hated the simple fact of my own
survival. Having survived, am [ supposed to say something, do something, be
something? (6).

She answers the questions she asks in “River of Names” in her other work “Survival is
the Least of My Desires ” in Skin.

I need you to do more than survive. As writers, as revolutionaries, tell the truth,
your truth in your own way. Do not buy into their system of censorship,
imagining that if you drop this character or hide that emotion, you can slide
through their blockades. Do not eat your heart out in the hope of pleasing them.
The only hope you have, the only hope any of us has, is the remade life (216).

Reinforcing the feminist motto of “personal is political”’, Allison’s sincere
testimony attempts to show the need for political intervention against sexual abuse and
to transform her nightmare into a narrative as a means of coping with her damaged body
and psychology. Here is an example for her writing about her abusive stepfather, the
terror and violence she had to face when she was a little girl, quoted from “River of
Names™:

I was running up the hall. He was right behind me. “Mama! Mama!” His left
hand—he was left-handed—closed around my throat, pushed me against the wall,
and then he lifted me that way. I kicked, but I couldn't reach him. He was yelling,
but there was so much noise in my ears I couldn't hear him.

“Please, Daddy. Please, Daddy. I'll do anything, I promise. Daddy, anything you
want. Please, Daddy.”

I couldn't have said that. I couldn't talk around that fist at my throat, couldn't
breathe. I woke up when I hit the floor. I looked up at him.

“If I live long enough, I'll fucking kill you.”

He picked me up by my throat again (9).

Testimonial stories consist of expressing explicitly subjective experiences, they are the
secrets of the storyteller and thus should address to the proper community to be
effective. In other words, author must know the right cultural codes of the members of
the society to whom s/he tells the story. As Sandell writes, “There must be social worlds
embodying community support to receive them” (212). For Sandell, community support
is very important because if stories cannot find a social group to receive them, they turn
into lies and they do not cause mental recovery but social isolation and
disempowerment. Such stories cannot foster connection between the margins and the
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center. Neither a psychological, nor a political goal can be achieved through testimony
made in this way.

Dorothy Allison’s stories seem to be in between fruths and lies. It is fair to say
that what turns a story into a lie or truth is the class of the storyteller. If a marginalized
writer writes testimonial story of her own class experience, s/he must control the tone to
be accepted by the mainstream society. Some literary techniques and innovations can
help the marginalized author be read by the members of the mainstream society. Allison
writes about white trash people’s degraded life in a very vulgar language. The vulgarity
of the actions and dialogues make her characters grotesque. What makes her fiction
stand in between truth and lie is her use of grotesque, irony and a kind of humor. In
Sandell’s words, “Some stories about class are easier to tell ... when couched in terms of
humor, irony, or deceit” (212). If the tone of the story is controlled well by the author,
and if the message giving is kept in certain doses, the stories can find a large audience.
Thus, there is a limited marketplace for the authors on the margins.

Receiving the right market in the system is important for the author in terms of
communication and mental healing. Although a testimonial story creates its own kind of
knowledge, the meaning and the validity of the story depends on how the readers “read”
it. The story is a reciprocal entity in the way it allows communication between the
writer and the reader. The story is about what the readers can not receive and what they
can. The meaning is therefore constructed in the dialogue between the reader and the
writer. This dialogue which is constructed between the writer and the reader leads the
writer to recovery from the trauma she/he writes about. Therefore the act of reading is
equally important as the act of writing.

Deborah M. Horvitz argues that, Dorothy Allison’s novel Bastards out of
Carolina explores rather a complex and commingled relationships of sexual trauma, its
repression, and its potential healing through narration. She writes, “I suggest that
narrative offers a unique possibility for healing. Not until the victim encounters and
translates her “unspeakable” tragedy into “her” story can she envision a future devoid of
violence” (40). For Horvitz, writing about the “unspeakable” is the provision for the
mental healing.

In her story “Preface: Deciding to Live” Dorothy Allison’s narrator says,
“Writing it all down was purging. Putting those stories on paper took them out of the
nightmare realm and made me almost love myself for being able to finally face them.
More subtly, it gave me a way to love the people I wrote about—even the ones I has
fought with or hated” (Megan 586).

Allison restates her theme of storytelling as a means of survival and
understanding. In her autobiography Two or Three Things I Know for Sure (1995), she
writes, “Two or three things I know, two or three things I know for sure, and one of
them is that to go on living I have to tell stories, that stories are the one sure way I know
to touch the heart and change the world. ... Two or three things I know for sure and one
of them is that telling the story all the way through is an act of love” (587).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the interactive nature of storytelling as cultural intervention and
political praxis fosters Dorothy Allison to write testimonial stories through her white
trash and queer identity. By writing down her experiences from the white trash queer
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point of view, she challenges the stereotype that the mainstream society holds about
white trash people, for she manages to show how these experiences shape her
understanding of her own lesbian identity and the other women’s identities. Storytelling
enables her to represent herself and the other women in a literary world, thus provides
visibility and solidity with her literary characters. Having witnessed and experienced the
traumatic events, she seems to feel a responsibility to write about them. Through
storytelling she gradually heals herself, and pays her debts to the others in her society.
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Ozet

Dorothy Allison’un
“Beyaz Siipriintii” Escinsel Kimligine Tamkhk Eden
Opykiiler

Dorothy Allison ¢ocuklugunu Amerika’nin giiney eyaletlerinden South Carolina,
Greenville’de gecirmis bir yazardir. Greenville, “beyaz siipriintii” (white trash) olarak
nitelendirilen fakir beyazlarin yasadig1 bir kasabadir. Allison annesi ve iivey babasi ile
Florida’ya tasinarak {iiniversite egitimi aldiktan sonra Greenville’de yasadiklarimi
taniklik eden (testimonial) dykii ve romanlariyla tiim agiklig1 ile anlatmakta ve kendi
escinsel kadm kimligi ile “beyaz siipriinti” kimligini bu Oykiiler aracihigr ile
harmanlamaktadir. Allison’in bunu yapma sebebi, dykii anlatma yoluyla bu fakir ve hor
goriilen toplumun iiyelerini temsil ederek onlarin toplumda var olduklarini hatirlatmak,
kendi escinsel kimligini ortaya koyarak cinsel kimlik se¢imini topluma kabul ettirmek,
bu oykiiler araciligr ile politik bir topluma hitap etmek ve politik bir orgiitlenmeyi
saglamak ve son olarak ¢ocuklugunda yasadigi sarsintilari (traumas) tim acikligi ile
okuyucuya anlatarak okuyucu ve kendisi arasinda bir bag kurmay1 basarip, psikolojik
anlamda kendini iyilestirmektir.



Un-constructing Narrative Identity:
Caryl Churchill’s Cloud Nine

William S. Haney II

1. Individual and Social Transformation

Caryl Churchill presents a vision of justice in a theater that is playful, comic, and
startling, but also subversive in a manner she intends to be “not ordinary, not safe”
(1960, 446). As a feminist artist who experiments with subject, form, and style,
Churchill departs from the Brechtian technique of distancing the audience and develops
a new process of identifying and confronting social problems. She is particularly
concerned with gender oppression and the inequalities of capitalism, largely induced by
patriarchal ideology. In defining human identity, Churchill shows how the
representation of a dramatic work to an audience parallels the way an individual
represents the self to society. She exposes the patriarchal definitions of masculinity as
dependent on the exclusion of the feminine as “Other” in a closed structure of
oppositions in which the feminine is objectified and women repressed. In her
confrontation with traditional male dominated theater, Churchill deals not only with
stages, curtains, scenes, and lighting, but also with the historical and economic
conditions that support and legitimize male hegemony. In Cloud Nine and Top Girls,
Churchill links societal change with personal development, showing that individuals can
effect significant changes not only in themselves but also in society. The relevance of
Churchill's feminist drama for sacred theater derives in part from its linking of
opposites. Her approach to theater opens the spectator to an inner space beyond the
opposites of male/female, power/powerlessness, subjective experience/historical
circumstance. Her plays transcend the duality of subject and object through empathy
and inter-being, an experience her spectators can relish (rasa) through what Robert
Forman calls “knowledge-by-identity” as they approach non-intentional pure
consciousness."'

Constructivists such as Steven Katz (1978) claim that consciousness always has
an intentional object, and that even mystical experience is constructed by language and
culture. As Forman argues, however, mystical or sacred experiences “don’t result from
a process of building or constructing mystical experiences ... but rather from an un-
constructing of language and belief ... from something like a releasing of experience

'In Sanskrit Poetics, rasa is an aesthetic experience through which awareness, “transcending the
limitations of the personal attitude, is lifted ... above pain and pleasure into pure joy, the essence
of which is its relish [rasa] itself” (De 13). It “consists in blissful enjoyment of the self by the
self” (Chakrabarti 144-45), with self here referring to pure consciousness (turiya or the fourth
state of consciousness after the waking, sleeping and dream states). Through rasa a theater
audience will remain detached from all specific emotions and thereby appreciate the whole range
of possible responses to a play without being overshadowed by any one in particular. As such, the
taste of rasa involves tasting an idealized flavor and not a specific transitory state of mind. By
invoking the emotional states latent within the mind through direct intuition, rasa provides an
experience of the subtler, more unified levels of the mind itself.
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from language” (1999, 99; Forman’s emphasis). Intentional experience entails a subject
being aware of an object, which William James classifies into two kinds of knowledge:
“knowledge-about,” which we gain by thinking about something; and ‘“knowledge-by-
acquaintance,” which we gain through direct sensory experience (Barnard 1994, 123-34;
Forman 199, 109-27). Forman refers to the pure consciousness event as a non-
intentional experience or ‘“knowledge-by-identity,” in which there is no subject/object
duality; “the subject knows something by virtue of being it. ... It is a reflexive or self-
referential form of knowing. I know my consciousness and I know that I am and have
been conscious simply because I am it” (1999, 118; Forman’s emphasis). As a truly
direct or immediate form of knowledge, non-intentional experience is thus devoid of the
dualism of the subject-perceiving-object and subject-thinking-thought (Forman 1999,
125).

Some Western philosophers do make a distinction between two aspects of
consciousness similar to the intentional/non-intentional division. John Locke, for
example, says it is “impossible for any one to perceive, without perceiving that he does
perceive” (1975, 335). Jean-Paul Sartre, moreover, although without referring to
samadhi or higher states of consciousness, says that along with the awareness of objects
in any intentional perception, there is also a ‘“non-positional consciousness of
consciousness itself” (1956, 1v). This reflexive “non-positional consciousness,” which is
non-intentional, Sartre refers to as consciousness “pour-soi,” (for itself), while the
object of consciousness is “en-soi” (in-itself): “For if my consciousness were not
consciousness of being consciousness of the table, it would then be consciousness of the
table without consciousness of being so. In other words, it would be a consciousness
ignorant of itself, an unconscious—which is absurd” (1956, Liv). For Sartre, “non-
positional self consciousness” is beyond perception in that it is not itself an object of
intentional knowledge knowable by the thinking mind, although it nevertheless ties
perceptions together. For the thinking mind to know consciousness as an object would
imply an infinite regress, which Sartre argues against through a reductio ad absurdum.
For Sartre, however, this epistemological dualism is only a theoretical experience of
intentional consciousness against a background of self-reflexiveness; it is not a sacred
event. As Forman notes, ‘“non-positional consciousness” for Sartre “transcends my
particular ego-infused situation. ... [However,] one can sense oneself as a disengaged or
withdrawn consciousness pour-soi only amidst or behind the encounters with the en-
s0i” (1999, 156).

Even without considering sacred events, therefore, Sartre contributes to a
Western precedent for a twofold epistemological structure of perception: intentional
knowledge of the object, and non-intentional non-positional self-awareness. Within the
framework of ordinary experience, Sartre’s “non-positional self-consciousness” 1is
analogous to transcendental pure consciousness. As Forman explains, “Though most of
us overlook the inherently transcendental character of consciousness and identify with
our roles, this identification is a mistake: we are not truly our roles, and we all
intuitively know it” (1999, 157). Churchill’s Cloud Nine dramatizes this distinction,
helping the spectator intuit the difference between intentional consciousness through
which we identify with our roles and egos, and non-intentional consciousness through
which the qualityless self knows itself reflexively through “knowledge-by-identity”.
This non-intentional experience encompasses those defined by Western drama theorist
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as liminal, sublime, metaphysical, surrogated, transluminating, holy, transcendent, all of
which are linked to an experience beyond narrative identities.

Cloud Nine

1. Player/Role

Rachel Blau du Plessis has pointed out that socialist/feminists working in theater
have tried to “break the sentence” of the symbolic order that legitimizes masculine
authority (1985). In analyzing Churchill's theater as a feminist deconstruction of “the
sentence” of patriarchal subjectivity and its institutions, Amelia Kritzer examines the
key elements of theatrical representation that Churchill challenges. Kritzer explains that
“the sentence” in theater consists of four conventions: a) the space accommodating the
stage and audience; b) the relation between the performance and the written role of at
least one actor; c) the “density of signs,” as Roland Barthes defines it (1972, 26),
created by lighting, staging, and the actor's physical presence, gesture, vocal tones, and
costume; and d) time (1991, 8). Churchill takes on the first element of space by giving
voice to female and feminist viewpoints. This involves breaking down the patriarchal
boundaries erected on stage between performers and audience. Churchill “uses both
Brechtian devices (such as seating non-performing actors on stage) and literary
techniques (i.e., fragmented narratives and open endings) in her plays to challenge the
convention of audience passivity and engage the audience in a relationship to
imaginative reciprocity” (Kritzer 1991, 9). The second element, the player/role
relationship, has a special significance for feminist theater. It is based on Barthes
description of theater as “the site of an ultraincarnation, in which the body is double, at
once a living body deriving from a trivial nature, and an emphatic, formal body, frozen
by its function as an artificial object” (Kritzer 1991, 27-8). In theater, which reflects in
the process of undermining the social construction of identity, the performer/role
doubleness reinforces the masculine/feminine opposition central to a masculine or
patriarchal subjectivity. As Kritzer puts it,

Theater's player/role opposition mimics the division and hierarchization of
masculine and feminine. The player is real, while the role makes visible the false
man—i.e., the feminine—that must be repressed in the attainment of subjectivity.
Stage parlance, which places the player “in” a role, confirms the penetrable,
“feminine” quality of the role, as well as the unitary, “masculine” quality of the
player. (1991, 9)

In this hierarchized opposition between the “real” man as the unitary player and the
“false” man as the feminized role, the “false” man position sustains the “real” masculine
subject as a phallic unity by reinforcing the role as the “other” that threatens masculine
unity. The false man of the role position masquerades on stage as the real or true man,
who is both comforted and threatened by the role. This doubleness of theater, which
replicates the ambiguity of the subject/object division, can be seen as opening a sacred
space in Churchill's theater within the subjectivity of actors and audience.

The sacredness of theater unfolds within the space of subjectivity created by the
decontingencing of the subject through a dis-identification with fixed roles. The dis-
indentification or decontextualization of subjectivity that begins with the player/role
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doubleness of representation accelerates when the player is a woman. A “woman
playing a role would be not-man enacting false man, and the reassuring value of
doubleness would be lost” (Kritzer 1991, 10), with the effect of accentuating the threat
to the phallic unity of the true man, who ironically would be exposed as doubly false.
For this reason women tend to be cast as ideal feminine objects given to passive
acceptance of the hierarchal male/female opposition. Because the patriarchy considers
the true woman (player) and false woman (role) to be the same, women are generally
denied the kind of ambiguities and fragmentation that construct, but can also
deconstruct social identity. Feminists like Churchill try to express a non-patriarchal
subjectivity by answering Hélén Cixous' call for an écriture feminine (1986). This
project would help dissolve the male/female opposition and the link between the phallus
and the word that marks patriarchal discourse, and substitute a “density of signs,” the
third convention noted earlier, based on feminine attributes: breast, clitoris, and vagina.
According to Kritzer, “Feminist theater must attempt to deconstruct the socially
constructed wholeness of the gendered subject. To do so, it must break down the
masculine/feminine opposition reified in the player/role division, theatricalizing the
possibility of a subjectivity based in multiplicity and relationality rather than binary
opposition and separateness” (1991, 11). This deconstructed place is where women, as
Cixous puts it, would make a “shattering entry into history” (1976, 880). But in fact this
entry always already occurs whenever an actor plays a role, for the doubleness of
representation can be understood not only in terms of the division between a true
man/woman and a false man/woman, but also between the constructed identity of any
role and the witnessing or self-reflexive attention of the player performing this role. As
Churchill’s theater suggests, the point is not only “to deconstruct the socially
constructed wholeness of the gendered subject,” as Kritzer puts it, not only to fracture
the subject into multiple identities, but also to disassociate oneself from all identities in
the sacred taste of a void of conceptions, or the fullness of non-intentional
consciousness as pure witness.

2. Identity and Gender in Cloud Nine

Cloud Nine, written in 1978-79, has two acts: the first is set in Victorian Africa
and explores the links between imperialism and the oppression of Africans,
homosexuals, and women; the second is set around a hundred years later in 1970s
London, where several members of the same family in Act One together with their new
friends try to free themselves from their Victorian heritage. In playing with the element
of time (the fourth convention Kritzer identities), Churchill not only separates the two
acts by a hundred years while maintaining continuity, but also has the characters—
specifically the mother (Betty) and her two children (Edward and Victoria)—age only
25 years between the acts. Act One begins with Clive coming home after touring the
restless native villages to the care of his wife, Betty, who complains about the rudeness
of their servant, Joshua. Betty tells of the unexpected arrival of a widowed neighbor,
Mrs. Saunders, who Clive will incessantly pursue, and he in turn tells Betty of the
imminent arrival of their friend Harry Bagely, a homosexual with whom Betty is
infatuated. During the first act, while the socially constructed identities of the characters
gradually dissolve, the Clives and friends hold a Christmas picnic, hostilities with the
Africans mount and Joshua patrols the compound. Edward is caught playing with his
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sister's doll, Harry inadvertently reveals his homosexuality to Clive, and in the final
scene Joshua aims a gun at Clive as he makes a wedding toast. In addition to the
identity un-constructing effect of the player/role doubling, we see a farcical clash
between the outrageous behavior of the characters and a Victorian ethical code common
in British satire.

Act Two, set mostly in a London park, consists of a series of scenes from every
day life in the 1970s and features both familiar and new characters: Victoria, now a
middle-class professional, and her husband, Martin; Lin, a working-class lesbian who
becomes Vic's lover, and her daughter Cathy; Vic's brother Edward, now a gardener in
the park, and his lover Gerry; their mother Betty, recently divorced from Clive and
about to become liberated; and Lin, Vic, and Edward in a ménage d trois. The
characters from Act One find sexual liberation in Act Two, but have not completely
thrown off their Victorian ghosts. In the doubling of roles, none of the characters are
played by the same actors in both acts, while one character plays the roles of Ellen and
Mrs. Saunders in Act One.

Churchill, who accentuates the doubleness of theatrical representation by cross-
casting her characters, makes these comments in the Preface:

Betty, Clive's wife, is played by a man because she wants to be what men want
her to be, and, in the same way Joshua, the black servant, is played by a white
man because he wants to be what whites want him to be. Betty does not value
herself as a woman, nor does Joshua value himself as a black. Edward, Clive's
son, is played by a woman for a different reason—partly to do with the stage
convention of having boys played by women (Peter Pan, radio plays, etc.) and
partly with highlighting the way Clive tries to impose traditional male behavior
on him. (1985, 245)

By contrasting two historical periods, Churchill shows how sexuality and power are not
fixed but can change over time along with the other personal qualities of our constructed
identities. The fact that the identity of the characters as characters continues across the
two acts, then, depends not on their roles, genders or any of their changing attributes,
including narrative or memory, but rather on their witnessing awareness remaining
unchanged, providing a sense of continuity to a shifting conventional identity. In
analyzing Paul Ricoeur’s concept of discursive or narrative identity, Dieter Teichert
writes that “To be a person and to gain one’s identity—in the sense of identity as
selfhood—means [for Ricoeur] to be a being which does not possess a stable, closed
and fixed identity. Identity as selfhood is not simply there like an objective fact. To
possess an identity as selfhood means to be the subject of dynamic experience,
instability, and fragility” (2004, 185-86). As Ricoeur says, “narrative identity is not a
stable and seamless identity. Just as it is possible to compose several plots on the
subject of the same incidents ... so it is always possible to weave different, even
opposed, plots about our lives” (1988, 248). But even though flexible and open,
narrative identity is derived from intentional consciousness, either that of ourselves, as
in autobiography, or of society in the case of our constructed roles. Teichert continues
that “The self does not exist as an isolated, autonomous entity which constitutes itself as
a Cartesian ego. Nor is the self a mere passive product of a society. Ricoeur’s position
takes a middle path between these extreme positions. Selves are built up in the process
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of assimilating, interpreting, and integrating the contents of the cultural environment”
(2004, 186; Ricoeur, 1969). In Churchill’s theater, the dynamic, unstable and fragile
identities of the characters are woven into different plots, but the changeable nature of
these plots exposes a background of non-intentional consciousness through which these
identities are held together.

Against the background of self-observation, which is nonchanging, Cloud Nine
dramatizes the liberating move from patriarchal domination to greater individual
freedom. Clive's role as Cathy in Act Two highlights the arbitrariness of gender and
hegemonic status, as well as the openness and flexibility of human development. As
Churchill says, “Cathy is played by a man, partly as a simple reversal of Edward being
played by a woman, partly because the size and presence of a man on stage seemed
appropriate to the emotional force of young children, and partly, as with Edward to
show more clearly the issues involved in learning what is considered correct behavior
for a girl” (Preface 1985, 246). This cross-casting has the effect of startling the audience
out of their preconceptions about human relationships and the distinctions of race,
gender, and power.

This startling effect is further enhanced by the irony of cross-cast performers
playing the role of the “other” they try to deny. Clive as Cathy in Act Two caricatures
his role as patriarch in Act One, and despite being black Joshua has a pseudo white-
male subjectivity apparent in his contempt for his own race and for Betty, who as a
woman is oppressed like blacks. Betty in Act One is played by a man, to ironic effect
when her homophobic husband, Clive, embraces her. She tries to seduce Harry Bagley,
family friend and explorer, who is having casual affairs with Edward and Joshua. Ellen,
Edward's governess, lusts after Betty, but is forced to marry Harry after he mistakenly
comes on to Clive. In unexpected ways the play shifts our conceptions of space, time
and identity in two acts that span over a hundred years. These differences of setting,
time and narrative discourse are balanced by corresponding situations in each of the
acts; while the relaxed quality of Act One generates passion and disturbance, the
kaleidoscopic design of Act Two produces lethargy. Churchill's aesthetics
simultaneously calls attention to and undermines the qualities of her fictional world and
its characters, not only by changing the narrative context, but also by exposing all
contexts and character attributes to be illusory constructs that conceal an underlying
disinterested awareness. The multi-level paradigm and partial discontinuity between the
two acts thus empower the characters to begin shedding their socially conditioned
attributes.

In deconstructing gender politics, Churchill makes gender visible by separating it
from the body and sex. As the characters are introduced, the incongruities multiply:
Joshua, played by a white, internalizes colonial values; Edward, played by a woman,
tries to elude the role expectations of his father; and Victoria, at first played by a doll,
illustrates the mindless status of Victorian children. The play begins with the imperialist
song, “Come Gather Sons of England,” with the characters introducing themselves in
the rigid language of rhymed couplets. Betty says:

I live for Clive. The whole aim of my life

Is to be what he looks for in a wife.

[ am a man's creation, as you see,

And what men want is what [ want to be. (251)
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Even in her adulterous attraction to Harry Bagley, she remains locked in her role as
object, unable to become an active agent:

Betty: When I'm near you it's like going out into the jungle. It's like going up the
river on a raft. It's like going out in the dark.

Harry: And you are safety and light and peace and home.
Betty: But I want to be dangerous.

Harry: Clive is my friend.

Betty: I am your friend.

Harry: I don't like dangerous women. . . .

Betty: Am I dangerous?

Harry: You are rather.

Betty: Please like me.

Harry: I worship you.

Betty: Please want me. (261)

The degree to which Betty as a character identifies with her role as object prevents her
from experiencing her sexuality directly, compelling her instead to experience it through
the mediated idealizations of the male: “You are safety and light and peace and home”
(261). And later: “Betty: Can't we ever be alone? Harry: You are a mother. And a
daughter. And a wife” (268). The immediacy of her experience of sexual indulgence is
erased, replaced by the masculine representation of it, which takes primacy over female
desire. Moreover, if Betty were played by a woman, her role as a not-man enacting a
false man would undermine the reassuring doubleness of representation that preserves
masculine identity. But Betty’s being played by a man maintains the hierarchized
opposition between the true man as the unitary player and the false man as the
feminized role. The false man position of Betty as man would thus seem to sustain the
masculine subject as a phallic unity by reinforcing the role position as the “other” that
threatens masculine unity. The problem, however, is that the performer, although played
by a man, is supposed to be a woman. Does this mean that she is ironically sustained as
a masculinized subject with a phallic unity? If so, the gay Harry hasn't noticed, for he
resists seduction by Betty as a man, acting a woman, even though s/he supposedly
reinforces masculine empowerment. But then, is Harry really a man seeking
empowerment himself? In the ambiguity of the pairing of Beth and Harry, they can be
viewed as either a hoterosexual or homosexual couple, depending on whether Betty is
viewed in terms of gender or biology. This complex, defamiliarizing doubleness in
Churchill's theater, which multiplies the ambiguities of the subject/object division,
creates a sacred space in the subjectivity of actors and audience by first scrambling and
then emptying out its content. What replaces this content is not only a Brechtian critical
mind but also the suggestion of an impersonal, disinterested awareness that witnesses
the rapid decontingencing of any sense of conventional identity—whether of a fixed and
finite subject, or “the subject of dynamic experience, instability, and fragility” open to a
variety of opposing plots (Teichert 2004, 185-86).

The lesbian Ellen tries to seduce Betty, but like Betty she also fails to
communicate her feelings directly. She can only express her desire by trying to
substitute herself for Harry. When she says, “I love you, Betty,” Betty responds from an
indoctrinated perspective, “I love you too, Ellen. But women have their duty as soldiers
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have. You must be a mother if you can” (281), spoken convincingly as a “man.” Joshua
reports to Clive on having spied on Ellen's talking “of love to your wife, sir,” but Clive
refuses to take it seriously (285). He does however condemn Betty for her flirtation with
Harry, which he also hears about from Joshua. Indeed, no woman in Act One succeeds
in fulfilling her desires. Mrs. Saunders tries in vain to fend off Clive, and when she
succumbs he can only satisfy himself:

[He (Clive) has been caressing her feet and legs. He disappears completely under
her skirt.]

Mrs. Saunders: Please stop. I can't concentrate. I want to go home. I wish I didn't
enjoy the sensation because I don't like you, Clive. I do like living in your house
where there's plenty of guns. But I don't like you at all. But I do like the
sensation. Well I'll have it then. I'll have it, I'll have it--

[Voices are heard singing The First Noél.]

Don't stop. Don't stop.

[Clive comes out from under her skirt.]

Clive: The Christmass picnic. I came.

Mrs. Saunders: I didn't.

Clive: I'm all sticky.

Mrs. Saunders: What about me? Wait.

Clive: All right, are you? Come on. We mustn't be found.

Mrs. Saunders: Don't go now. (263-64)

Though farcical, Clive as the symbolic father imposes his divine right as a colonialist on
anyone he pleases, exploiting his linguistic authority and control over language and
desire. In coercing his lascivious will on Mrs. Saudners, he flaunts the caricature of a
romantic rhetoric: “Caroline, if you were shot with poisoned arrows do you know what
I'd do? I'd fuck your dead body and poison myself. Caroline, you smell amazing. You
terrify me. You are dark like the continent. Mysterious. Treacherous” (263). Mrs.
Sauders like Betty is reduces to monosyllables—“Don't stop. Don't stop.” Clive's
discourse, as Kritzer puts it, “enforces the opposition between subject and object on
both women and colonized people, as is evident in parallels between patriarchal
concepts of women and Western European concepts of Africa in his speech” (1991,
118). As in the above quotation: “You are dark like the continent.” Similarly, when he
hears of Betty's infidelity, Clive says, “This whole continent is my enemy. ... I
sometimes feel it will break over me and swallow me up. ... you must resist it Betty, or
it will destroy us. ... We must resist this dark female lust, Betty, or it will swallow us
up” (277).

Although Betty agrees to resist these dark impulses, the play's sexual
nonconformity suggests a covert resistance to partriarchal authority. But Betty as played
by a man shows resistance not only to male authority—as in a subject/object,
male/female opposition discussed by Kritzer—but also to the very constructedness of
the personal subject, whether male or female, which is based on our identification with
arbitrary attributes. Churchill's overall dramatization heightens our mindfulness of body,
mind, thoughts, and emotions in a manner that opens a space in our attention between
these attributes and awareness per se, with the result that awareness mirrors itself. The
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matter of theater as mirror is the mirror, just as the matter of awareness is awareness—
mirroring the emptiness of fullness.

One of the most comical scenes of the play involves the misunderstanding
between Clive and Harry, who mistakes Clive's assertion, “There is something dark
about women, that threatens what is best in us. Between men that light burns brightly,”
as an expression of homosexual desire (282). Clive is taken aback when “Harry takes
hold of Clive” (stage directions), and says, “My God, Harry, how disgusting” (283).
Afterwards, forced by Clive to take a wife, Harry proposes to Mrs. Saunders, who
chooses to be alone, and then to Ellen who he finds more receptive, though ironically
their both being attracted to the same sex offers little prospect of conjugal bliss. Shortly
afterwards Betty sees Clive kissing Mrs. Saunders and attacks her. Clive springs to the
rescue, declaring, “Betty--Caroline--I don't deserve this--Harry, Harry” (297). To
appease his wife, he embraces and kisses her, a show of affection between two male
actors who again can be viewed as having either a heterosexual or homosexual
relationship, but who also instill a sense of “identity” beyond cultural constructs.

The basic doubleness of representation we find in Act One has long been noticed
by drama theorists who describe the paradox of acting in which the performer remains
detached from the emotion of a role even while evoking this emotion in the spectator, as
in Diederot's paradox between actor and spectator and Stanislavsky's paradox within
actors observing themselves. But the paradox in Churchill is that roles and emotions are
not more convincingly played but more convincingly undermined. As is well known,
drama theorists point to a state of consciousness beyond ordinary emotion and speech:
Brook’s “total theater” touches on the transcendent, and “holy theater” makes the
invisible visible; Grotowski’s “poor theater” induces a state of “translumination” in
performer and spectator; and Barba’s “transcendent” is a quality of the performer's
presence. Theater not only engages the critical mind, but also expands consciousness in
performers and spectators (see Meyer-Dinkgraf, 2001). In “Theater Degree Zero,”
Ralph Yarrow develops this approach into a “metaphysics of praxis” (2001, 90). Hence,
as Churchill so aptly demonstrates, self-discovery involves not so much knowing what
you are, as knowing what you are not. This entails watching yourself carefully and
rejecting or “zeroing” all that doesn't go with the basic fact: “I am.” The spectator in
Cloud Nine, as in any theatrical doubleness of representation, is led away from the
identification with “I am this or that,” whether “this or that” is a performance, a role, a
self-image, or even a job, friends, and family. What remains after racial, ethnic,
professional, gender, and other attributes fall aside is simply the “I am” of impersonal,
non-intentional self-awareness. In this process one goes from knowing and identifying
with relative qualities, toward a taste (rasa) of pure knowingness beyond the
subject/object duality of conceptual content. Even if distinctions remain in our
awareness, sacred theater helps us to un-construct our perceptual experiences, to see
them as transitory properties of the mind and body. We initially witness these
experiences from the nonattachment of what Sartre calls “non-positional consciousness”
or consciousness “pour-soi,” and then move toward a qualityless, impersonal “I am”
transcendent to yet immanent within duality. Churchill's feminist theater accentuates
this witnessing attention by deconstructing the oppositions that would preserve the
masculine subject, however ambiguously or under threat. Any egoic identity is revealed
to be an illusion, nothing more than a relational matrix of multiple energies.
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3. Mindfulness

Cloud Nine, therefore, not only challenges, as Brecht does, “the traditional belief
in the continuity and unity of the self” by showing how individuals evolve through
different historical contexts (Speidel 1982, 45); it also undermines the notion that a
series of contexts fully constitute the individual. The sacred quality of Churchill's
theater suggests that the individual, not completed by the sum of social fragments, has
another dimension: mindfulness or witnessing awareness. The ability to develop
mindfulness is part of the Theravada Buddhist tradition. As Wallace explains,
mindfulness as a practice entails an observation of

the body, feelings, mental states and mental objects of oneself and others. A
common theme to each of these four applications of mindfulness is first
considering these elements of one's own being, then attending to these same
phenomena in others, and finally shifting one's attention back and forth between
self and others. Especially in this final phase of practice, one engages in what has
recently been called reiterated empathy, in which one imaginatively views one's
own psychological processes from a “second-person” perspective. (2001, 213)

Churchill’s doubling and cross-casting of characters encourages mindfulness, a second-
person perspective between player and role, or as noted earlier the third-person
perspective of Mead’s notion of “the generalized other” (Whitehead 2001, 18). When
the player, such as Betty in Act One, is a man in the role of a woman, s/he is
spontaneously mindful of his/her multiple identities. The player/role division, far from
locking the subject (performer/spectator) within binary oppositions, explodes all
conceptual boundaries through a multiplicity that not only deconstructs a gendered
wholeness but also destroys the very concept of identity, whether essentialist or
constructed. In breaking down masculine/feminine oppositions, the identities of the
player/role mutually negate each other through a multiplicity of the “I is not I,” as
Yarrow illustrates in his analysis of Beckett (2001, 84-89). Experiencing (non) identity
as not this/not that (neti, neti in Buddhism) points to the qualityless state of “I AM”
(Maharaj 1988). This knowledge-by-identity of non-intentional witnessing
consciousness is mirrored in the sacred events suggested by Churchill’s theater.

4. Are We Really Free?

In Act Two, as the pace slows down and the language expands to express
unprogrammed desires, we see the effect of the power structure on sex and
relationships. Clive is gone and with him the authoritative center, replaced by greater
freedom and a matching uncertainty. Lin as a lesbian mother reverses Ellen's position in
Act One by making her own decisions without constant self-doubt and feeling the need
for patriarchal approval. Scene One begins with the child Cathy, played by Clive, in a
rebellious mood, responding to Lin's suggestions for games to play by repeating,
“Already done that” (289). Her defiant attitude sets the mood of questioning and
exploration in which the characters reject normative behavior and the play further
explores the place beyond cognitive content.

As mothers in a park playcenter, Lin says to Vic, “I really fancy you” (290). In
contrast to the first act where the women where usually confined indoors, the outdoor
setting here fosters open expression and freedom of choice. While Vic and Lin talk
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about their lives, we see their preoccupation with ordinary everyday concerns in which
they make their own decisions:

Lin: I've got a friend who's Irish and we went on a Troops Out march. Now my
dad won't speak to me.

Victoria: I don't get on too well with my father either.

Lin: And your husband? How do you get on with him?

Victoria: Oh, fine. Up and down. Your know. Very well. He helps with the
washing up and everything.

Lin: I left mine two years ago. He let me keep Cathy and I'm grateful for that.
Victoria: You shouldn't be grateful.

Lin: I'm a lesbian.

Victoria: You still shouldn't be grateful.

Lin: I'm grateful he didn't hit me harder than he did.

Victoria: I suppose I'm very lucky with Martin.

Lin: Don't get at me about how I bring up Cathy, ok?

Victoria: I didn't.

Lin: Yes you did. War toys. I'll give her a rifle for Christmas and blast Tommy's
pretty head off for a start. [Tommy is Vic's son.]

[Victoria goes back to her book.] (291-92)

Lin has rejected certain aspects of her socially constructed identity, but she still craves
acceptance by the people she likes. The characters break taboos and find new identities,
but the important thing in Act Two is not their new identities, which they eventually
transcend, but the process of transformation itself: giving up the familiar world and their
status quo as a substitute ideal, and seeking out instead new possibilities for love and
happiness. The fact that the characters espouse one sexual preference over another is
secondary to the fact that they have begun the process of transformation and self-
discovery. The contrast between gays and straights adds to the doubleness of
representation, sharpening awareness of both the arbitrary nature of all social
conditioning, and of the need to deconstruct and overcome this conditioning, which
gays and women may have more practice in than ordinary males.

Edward and Gerry talk about their different attitudes toward gender roles, with
Gerry at one point describing in graphic detail a homosexual encounter with a stranger
on the train, insinuating that he's more liberated that Edward. Later they discuss their
relationship: Edward says he likes knitting and wants to be married, and Gerry says he
doesn’t mind the knitting but wants a “divorce.” Afterwards, Edward discloses his
bisexuality to Victoria:

Edward: I like women.

Victoria: That should please mother.

Edward: No listen Vickey. I'd rather be a woman. I wish I had brEasts like that, I
think they're beautiful. Can I touch them? (307)

By the end of Act Two, Lin, Vic and Edward have a ménage d trois that plays havoc
with the doubleness of representation by being simultaneously heterosexual,
homosexual and incestuous.
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In contrast, Martin can only express a conventional desire for his wife and like
most ordinary men feels insecure about discussing his sexual prowess. He talks about
his feelings with Vic:

Martin: My one aim is to give you pleasure. My one aim is to give you rolling
orgasms like I do other women. So why the hell don't you have them? My
analysis for what it's worth is that despite all my efforts you still feel dominated
by me. ... You're the one who's experimenting with bisexuality, and I don't stop
you, I think women have something to give each other. (301)

Martin feels insulted because he thinks Vic hasn't been able to get herself together, but
Churchill suggests that none of the characters have succeeded in doing so, that their
behavior will never lead to the desired results. The point suggested here is not only that
the characters will find it hard to make changes in their personal lives, to lay to rest the
ghosts of Victorianism, but also that they will always face other conceptual or
ideological constraints obstructing their happiness and freedom by leading them to
identify with other narrative identities. The very absence of happiness and freedom,
however, implies the possibility of their attainment. The performers and spectators
intimate this, not by sensing the end of patriarchal hegemony, which they don’t, but
rather by participating in the co-creation an intersubjective space beyond language and
the emotions of attraction/repulsion.

Churchill convincingly portrays the attenuation of worldly emotions in leading
the spectator to a taste of the presence of non-intentional consciousness (rasa). A
significant example is Betty, who divorces Clive at the beginning of Act Two in a futile
attempt to break her ties with the past. Her children haven't fully accepted her, and she
has lost her sense of independence. But finding a job gives her confidence and leads to
her experimenting with autoeroticism: “Afterwards I thought I'd betrayed Clive. My
mother would kill me. But I felt triumphant because I was a separate person from them”
(316). When Vic, Edward and Lin try in their drunken orgiastic ritual to evoke a
mythical goddess, Vic says, “You can't separate fucking and economics” (309). But
even with her newfound eroticism and job, is Betty really fulfilled?

Critics have noted the lack of wholeness or completion in Cloud Nine. As Mark
Fortier says, the fact that the characters change for the better “doesn’t mean that they all
find their essential selves” (2002, 119)—essential self here being defined not as non-
intentional pure consciousness but rather the ultimate construct. Moreover, Act One
does not complete the destruction of Victorianism, just as Act Two does not complete
Betty's transformation. It offers only the “before” and “during” but not the “after,”
which the audience must imagine for itself (Kritzer 1991, 129). The play in fact
dramatizes the point that “before” and “after” are conceptual constructs, that the
immediate reality of non-intentional consciousness is “during,” the on-going process of
transformation that zeroes or voids the mind of thought. For the spectator, the
sacredness of Churchill's theater unfolds in the experience of “during” as a space of
inter-being that compels us to break out of a doubled reality mediated by
representation—even while using representation as a means of escape. The openness of
“during” in Cloud Nine, which takes precedence over the closure of “before” and
“after,” collapses oppositional structures in the immediacy of a participatory presence
between performer and spectator.
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5. Conclusion

Churchill demonstrates how society imposes a system of social identity on
people that not only oppresses them but also limits their options to a set of alternative
identities that are usually no less oppressive. As M. Silverstein says, Churchill “remains
committed to the search for new representational forms, new strategies for encoding the
body, new ways to organize the sex/gender relations we live in,” all under the cultural
conditions that shape anything new we might create (1994, 20). Churchill, however, not
only situates the potentially new within cultural contexts. She also suggests how these
contexts can themselves evolve into new forms through a reciprocal relationship
between our changing sets of beliefs and concepts, which collectively constitute our
cultural conditions, and the never-changing void of conceptions that lies beyond these
conditions. Although her plays do not explicitly address the possibility of a non-
intentional pure consciousness event, they demonstrate that no socialist or feminist
enterprise can succeed in realizing the better self merely on the basis of conceptual
maneuverings. Moreover, by portraying an unsayable dimension of human experience,
they provide the backdrop for, and contribute significantly toward, the very possibility
of a new consciousness. Churchill uses feminism in helping us to unconstruct our
perceptions and behavior and thus to forget our concepts and beliefs.
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Ozet
Anlatisal Kimligin Céziilmesi: Caryl Churchill’in Cloud Nine’1

Caryl Churchill, Cloud Nine (1979) adl eserinde, feminist bir drama gelistirerek,
toplumu degistirmenin en iyi ve belki de tek yolunun oOnce toplumdaki bireyleri
degistirmek oldugunu gosterir. Bana gore, 6z-doniisiim basit¢e bir takim kiiltiirel olarak
tesvik edilmis kabulleri baskalar ile degistirerek olusmaz. Churchill, Cloud Nine’da,
kadin/erkek, giiclii/gligstiz gibi baz1 ikili karsitliklar arasindaki bosluklar1 ortaya
koyarak, karakterleri ve okuyucular kutsal bir duygudaslik ve iki arada var olus alanina
gotlirerek 6z-doniisimii tesvik eder. Karakterlerinin ve okuyucularinin dykiisel
kimliklerinin altin1 kazarak, onlar1 ac1 veren giindelik yasamdan uzaklastirirken bununla
birlikte onlar1 daha iyi bir 6z i¢in gereken dzgiirliikk ve tamamlanma alanlarina iter.

Churchill, ayn1 zamanda, kendini kesfetmenin kim oldugunuzu bilmektense kim
olmadigimizi bilmekle ilgili oldugunu gosterir. Bu ise, en temelde ve maksatsiz olan bir
0z-bilin¢lilik baglamindaki “ben” olgusu digindaki her seyi “sifirlamak” ile
miimkiindiir. Onun feminist tiyatrosu, eril 6zneye veya egocu kimlige imtiyaz saglayan
karsitliklari, coklu kuvvetlerin iligkisel matrisinin bir pargasindan bagka bir sey
olmadigin1 ileri siirerek, yapi1 bozuma ugratir. Cloud Nine, * ‘ikinci sahsin’
perspektifinden birinin kendi psikolojik siirecini” gormesi olarak tanimlanan kimligin,
aynm1 zamanda goz tanikligi veya farkindalik icerdigini gostererek, bir dizi baglamin
bireyi tamamiyla olusturdugu iddiasint zayiflatir (Wallace 2001, 213). Cloud Nine’daki
karakterlerin marifetleri ve ¢aprazlanarak kalip degistirmeleri Ozneyi kilitleyen
oyuncu/rol, maskiilen/feminen ikili karsitliklart ¢ergevesinde olgusal smurlari ¢ézerek
farkindalig1 destekler.



The Dialogue of History and Self:
The Politics of Chronotope in Ulysses

Giilden Hatipoglu

James Joyce has been regarded as the icon of high modernism, and his works,
especially Ulysses, are considered to be the milestones of world literature. At the
beginning of his literary career, he was an outcast protesting the volatile conditions of
his native country. Today he is an idol treasured as a genius in academic studies. His
stylistic and aesthetic innovations not only revolutionized the prose style in literature,
but also destroyed the established understanding of all centralized notions. Focusing on
his artistic innovations and ignoring his Irish identity, the critics have regarded Joyce as
an apolitical writer until recent decades. However, in order to fully comprehend the
motives behind Joyce’s works, his inevitable urge to question the definition(s) of Irish
identity should be scrutinized. It is impossible to ignore the fact that James Joyce is a
post-colonial Irish writer, who chose exile “to forge in the smith of [his] soul the
uncreated conscience of [his] race” (Portrait 288). A colonial Irish-Catholic
consciousness searching for alternatives both to blind nationalism and oppressive
British imperialism is evident in Ulysses, which has generally been subjected to literary
criticism merely regarding its innovative modernist techniques. Since Joyce’s politics
and aesthetics are one, all these techniques serve as a means to reject a single-voiced
ideology as well as to deny all centred and stabled conceptions of history and identity.
In this respect the chronotope, namely time and space, in Ulysses carries highly
significant connotations.

The characters’ journeys in time through their memories and the mythic parallels
open a gateway to Irish history, and therefore connect the past, present and future.
Through this dialogic “two-way road” linking the past and the present, Joyce manages
to redefine Irish identity and dismantle the established homogeneous essence of
Irishness. Accordingly, this article aims to explore the function of chronotope in the
novel by showing how it serves as an opening to Irish history, which is dynamic and in
the process of becoming.

The nature of chronotope, literally time/space, in the novel genre is defined and
illustrated by M. M. Bakhtin in his essay, “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the
Novel” in The Dialogic Imagination. Bakhtin borrowed the term “chronotope” from the
work of Soviet physiologist A. A. Uxtomskij, whose lecture on the chronotope in
biology Bakhtin attended in 1925. “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel”
argues that narrative genres of literature are determined by the relation of people and
events to time and space. In his long essay Bakhtin offers several definitions of
chronotope, but in a fundamental sense it is “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and
spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature” (84) and “the place
where the knots of narrative are tied and untied.” (205) He asserts the inseparability of
space and time, since he considers time as the fourth dimension of space. In order to
grasp the ways in which the relationship of people to their world operates, one should
examine the chronotope of literary genres, which can be defined as the “form-shaping
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ideology” of a genre (Morson and Emerson 366). Especially historically manifested
narrative forms, like the novel, invoke particular combinations of time and space.

Since actions are necessarily performed in a specific context, chronotopes differ
according to the context and its relation with actions and events. All contexts are shaped
fundamentally by the kind of time and space that operate within them. In this sense,
Bakhtin mentions Einstein in order to illuminate the key features of chronotopes. In the
chronotope, as in Einstein’s physics, time and space are not separate but are
“intrinsically interconnected and constitute a whole”; chronotopes may change over
time in response to current needs since they are historical, and the relation of
chronotopes to each other may be dialogic. (Morson and Emerson 367-369)

Bakhtin offers a series of questions related to the concept of the chronotope. Are
time and space shaped by the events that take place in them? What role do particular
sets of social and historical factors play in shaping personal identity? If the self or
existence is socially and historically shaped, does this shaping happen differently from
the shaping of public selves and roles? How does the everyday realm interact with the
historical realm? How does the past influence the present and what is the relation of the
present to possible futures?

Following these questions, Bakhtin distinguishes particular chronotopes in which
each genre offers a different image of a person. Each genre also suggests a different
concept of history, society, and other categories essential to an understanding of culture.
For instance, actions that would be highly incredible in a nineteenth century realist
novel may be fully expected in a chivalric romance or other adventure tales. Therefore,
each genre in a given time and space, adopts different parameters of value and meaning.
As Morson and Emerson state, in literature and culture, time is always in one way or
another historical, and space is always social; thus the chronotope in culture and
literature can be defined as a “field of historical, biographical, and social relations”
(371). In other words, as Bakhtin assumes, narrative forms are always historical.

Bakhtin argues that some genres come closer to an accurate understanding of the
“actual historical chronotope” than others. In “Discourse in the Novel”, he describes the
novel as having the most complex set of language and the richest sense of the world.
Thus, what is true of languages of heteroglossia is also true of chronotopes. Having the
most complex sense of chronotopicity, the novel offers the most profound image of
people, actions, events, history and society. Therefore, it is possible to claim that the
discourse and chronotope theories of the novel introduced by Bakhtin are two aspects of
the same theory.

Bakhtin gives a few intriguing examples of chronotopic motifs. For example in
Gothic fiction, the castle is not just a kind of building, but an image “saturated through
and through” with a specific sort of time and a special sense of history (245-246).
Everything about the castle carries the “traces of centuries and generations” visible in its
architecture, portrait gallery, weapons, furnishings and archives, all of which suggest
“particular human relationships involving dynastic succession and the transfer of
hereditary rights” (246). Apart from such minor examples, Bakhtin offers three major
types of chronotopes in the development of the novel: “Greek Romance”, “Adventure
Novel of Everyday Life”, and “Biography and Autobiography”. Since there is not
enough space for discussing each of these types, only the chronotope in Bakhtin’s best-
known example, “Greek Romance”, will be explained.
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As Bakhtin points out, Greek Romances, written between the second and sixth
centuries A.D, display remarkably similar plots: A boy and a girl meet unexpectedly
and are overcome by a sudden passion, but cannot marry. The lovers are parted, and for
the major part of the novel, they seek one another, overcome obstacles, lose and find
each other, suffer difficulties. At last they are reunited and the romance closes with a
happy ending. It is significant that hero and heroine do not change, mature, grow, or
even age biologically as a result of their adventures. It is apparent that “time” in Greek
romance is perceived as “pure digression” rather than as “real duration” in which
experience changes people. Actual historical context and historical time are entirely
irrelevant to these adventures. Characters are not shaped by the specific social and
historical world in which they live. As time is not specific in the Greek romance, space
is interchangeable. For a shipwreck, one needs a sea, but which sea makes no
difference. For chance meetings and miraculous occurrences, one needs an alien
country, but any alien country will do. Another apparent aspect of Greek romances is
that the characters lack initiative and individuals are completely passive. Real growth
and “becoming” are absent from this type of plots. Bakhtin, therefore, concludes that the
chronotope of the Greek romance is “the most abstract of all novelistic chronotopes”
and also “the most static” (110).

On the other hand, a single text can contain “multiple” co-existent chronotopes
which emerge in a dialogic relationship. Especially the modernist and postmodernists
texts are polychronotopic since the dominant chronotope is challenged by others and
characters are allowed to invade each other’s chronotopes. Ulysses, in this respect, sets
an example to the diaologic relationship between different chronotopes. In the
concluding section of his essay Bakhtin defines the chronotope as a "bridge, not a wall"
between the mind and the world (255). In Ulysses James Joyce draws a bridge not only
between the characters’ minds and the world, but also between the past and the present,
specifically in the Irish context. The burden of history in Ulysses haunts the characters.
The chronotopes they move in and out are their own personal past and that of their race.
Joyce rummages the bag that contains not only Ireland’s but of all mankind’s past
chronotopes, and combines them with the chronotopes of his time. This way, he
manages to reconstruct Irish history. Since it is possible to define Stephen, Bloom and
Molly as textualized historical bodies, it is necessary to discuss the writer’s and novel’s
engagement in the question of history.

In today’s understanding of historiography, history is perceived as a
“narrativized past” (Fairhall 8) which comes to us often in the form of a narrative,
namely a story. Historical knowledge is a construction, and this fact places historical
discourse on the same level as any rhetorical performance; thus, history becomes a
textualization. As Fredric Jameson states, the “problem of representation, and most
particularly the representation of History is essentially a narrative problem, a question
of the adequacy of any storytelling framework in which History might be represented”
(qtd. in Fairhall 8-9). By encapsulating the past within a framework, history indeed
entraps it. By destroying the established construction of the past through presenting
different interpretations and angles, Joyce aims to liberate Irish history. The coexistence
of multiple chronotopes in Ulysses reveals Joyce’s attempt to escape from the
imprisonment of both literary and historical narratives. The history of the Irish race had
been misrepresented in the hegemonic narrative of a conquering power both in historical
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chronicles, literary works, and magazines like Punch. In this sense, Ulysses rebels
against official history.

The events of a single day in Ulysses take place in the city of Dublin, which
exists as a living and participating entity in the novel. It is still a colonial city under
British domination, since the events take place on 16 June 1904, before Ireland became
an independent state. Joyce wrote Ulysses between 1914 and 1921 when Ireland was
struggling for political freedom which it gained in 1921. While writing Ulysses in
Trieste, Zurich and Paris, Joyce looked back on his homeland from the perspective of
the Continent. Yet during those years, just like Ireland, Europe had changed too. It lived
through World War I and the revolutions and wars in Russia. Although the story (if one
can talk about a story) takes place in the city of Dublin in 1904, Joyce brings together
different chronotopes.

Ulysses reflects the circumstances of the era of its writing. It constitutes a
response not only to the Easter Rising and other upheavals in Ireland, but also to World
War 1, the social change in Europe, and the emergence of modernism in art. Dublin in
Ulysses is still the deposed capital of an economically stagnant colony, yet it belongs to
a larger world. Joyce’s awareness of the war finds expression in the novel through
themes and motifs which suggest what is to come in 1914 and what is actually going on
during the composition of the novel. In the “Nestor” episode, just after Stephen starts
his history lesson by asking the students where Pyrrhus' fought the famous battle, he
hears “the ruin of all space, shattered glass and toppling masonry, and time one livid
final flame” (Ulysses 9-10). Later in “Circe”, the same imagery recurs when Stephen
smashes a lamp at Bella Cohen’s brothel. Through the imagery of a battle fought in 279
B.C., Joyce echoes the recent Irish history — the revolts and upheavals in Ireland — as
well as foreshadowing the First World War that was to come. Throughout Ulysses we
hear of an excursion boat that had caught on fire and sunk the previous day in New
York’s East River. Bloom thinks: “All those women and children excursion beanfeast
burned and drowned in New York. Holocaust” (Ulysses 182). Another character, Tom
Kernan recollects a conversation: “Terrible affair that General Slocum explosion.
Terrible, terrible! A thousand casualties. And heartrending scenes. Men trampling down
women and children. Most brutal thing” (Ulysses 238). The citizens of Joyce’s Dublin
think of the General Slocum as a disaster, because they cannot think of anything worse.
The disaster of General Slocum is mentioned in the book partly because Joyce wanted
to document the actualities of 16 June 1904, but it serves another purpose as well. A
dramatic irony arises here, because the readers of Ulysses know, as Joyce did, what a
merciless beast would be born at the heart of Europe only ten years later, namely World
War I. Consequently, the characters of Ulysses live not only in their fictive time frame,
but also in the future time that casts its shadow into the novel. Therefore, the pre-
colonial and colonial past of Ireland, the chronicles of 16 June 1904, and the current
history of Europe in the time Joyce was writing the novel combine to form a
polychronotopic narrative.

! Pyrrhus was the king of the Hellenistic kingdom of Epirus. In 281 he went to Italy and defeated
the Romans. His victories against Rome were so costly that he had to withdraw from Italy. His
remark “Another such victory and I shall be ruined” gave name to the term “Pyrrhic victory” for a
victory obtained at a great cost.
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The textual and narrative structure of Ulysses presents answers to the question
posited by Bakhtin: How does the past influence the present, and what is the relation of
the present to possible futures? In Ulysses time remains not an alienating but a uniting
factor joining past with present to shape the future. Daily social details of Dublin life on
16 June 1904 co-exist with the memories of the characters and their mental journeys to
the past. History is revealed to us in Ulysses via memory. Through the portal of each
character’s memory, the book opens to different times and spaces. In this respect, Ira B.
Nadel’s words summarize the chronotope of Ulysses: “Memory individuates time as
history” (36). Not only the history of individual characters, but also the history of
Ireland and mankind are telescoped in Joyce’s novel; therefore history is given through
multiple perspectives as it is narrativized and textualized.

The unification of the past and future within the present moment is symbolized
in the “Ithaca” episode where Bloom and Stephen, the father and the son, are having a
conversation on the correspondence between Irish and Jewish races. The sufferings of
two nations from dispersal, persecution and oppression are mentioned along with the
prospects of national revival. Following this conversation, there is a moment of mutual
recognition between Stephen and Bloom. Stephen feels in Bloom’s voice the profundity
of the past, and Bloom senses in Stephen’s youth the promise of the future:

What was Stephen’s auditive sensation?
He heard in a profound ancient male unfamiliar melody the accumulation of the
past.

What was Bloom’s visual representation?
He saw in a quick young male familiar form the predestination of a future.
(Ulysses 610)

In addition to the overall structure of Ulysses, the “Wandering Rocks” episode
should be granted a special attention for its involvement in the issue of time and space.
The episode, like Ulysses on the whole, is committed to historical, cultural and social
issues. In fact, “aesthetics itself is crucially a social and cultural matter for Joyce” (Platt
73). Within this labyrinth-like episode, most of the characters in Ulysses appear one by
one moving about Dublin between the hours of three and four. The eighteen sections of
the episode correspond to the eighteen episodes of the novel. Therefore, the “Wandering
Rocks” episode is generally considered as the microcosm of Ulysses. Frank Budgen in
James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses tells us that “Joyce wrote the Wandering Rocks
with a map of Dublin before him on which were traced in red ink the paths of the Earl
of Dudley and Father Conmee. He calculated to a minute the time necessary for his
characters to cover a given distance of the city” (53). The modern mechanization of the
city was “mathematically designed with a map of Dublin in one hand and a clock in the
other” (Platt 86). The simultaneity of actions and the close control of the relation
between clock time and distance in space constitute the chronotope of the episode on the
surface. However, the episode combines multiple chronotopes through characters’ inner
monologues that narrate past histories.

It should be taken into consideration that the Dublin of Ulysses is not just any
city. For one thing, this city is a colonized space. The positioning of Church and State at
the beginning and end of the episode indicates a relationship between the “authority”
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and the Dubliners wandering in the streets. As Len Platt points out, the episode is full of
missed opportunities (87). Characters miss trams and boxing matches, fail to connect,
leave stories incomplete and so on. Hence, the failure of the fulfilment of the characters’
goals matches with the failure of Ireland’s historical self-construction. The Dublin of
the “Wandering Rocks” is, in this sense, historically defined.

The historical fabric is woven around the catalogue of historical figures
mentioned in the episode: Cardinal Wolsey; Mary, Queen of Scotts; Lord Aldborough
(an eighteenth century nobleman); Lord Talbot de MAlahide (an admiral); Lord
Molesworth; Robert and Mary Rochefort (the Earl and Countess of Belvedere). This
particular group of aristocratic names appears in one particular section of the episode,
the “Father Conmee” section. Father Conmee has a particular interest in the past. He is a
Catholic priest who is moving in “times of yore” (Ulysses 223). History is present
everywhere in the episode not only in reference to historical figures, but in the street
names, places and statuary as well. Great Charles’s Street, William Street, George’s
Quay, and James Street and other street and place names alike point out the presence of
English monarchs in Ireland. The old Bank of Ireland, the Irish Parliament from the
eighteenth century and St. Mary’s Abbey are also mentioned besides a long list of
buildings including the Empire Music Hall. In this respect, it is possible to say that the
episode, like Ulysses does on the whole, “reads backwards” (Platt 88). However, this
reading commemorates something other than a vibrant national culture. The listed
personages and street names are, indeed, the markers of an imperial and colonial
history. They give the episode a historical dynamic: the dynamic of colonization which
embodies a past stretching back to the twelfth century when the English first set foot on
Ireland. Time and space, or history in this context, is ideologically (re)constructed
within the labelling of the cityscape and in the characters’ minds. And the history that
we read is an Anglicized one. The modern city of 1904 is built with the bricks of the
colonial past. Colonial construction of the city, therefore of Ireland, is reinforced by the
fact that “Dubliners, as well as the city itself, talk history. They reconstruct history and
they deploy historiography” (Platt 89).

Many Dubliners in the “Wandering Rocks” episode narrate historical events.
Ned Lambert, for example, tells the story of Fitzgerald who fired Cashel Cathedral
(Ulysses 230), and Tom Kernan tells Emmet’s death, Lord Edward Fitzgerald’s escape
from major Sirr and the arrest of Francis Higgins (Ulysses 238-40). Thus, the characters
in the episode are in a way, writing histories. Apparently, the past is fundamental to a
reading of the contemporary urban setting. In this sense, Joyce sets a dialogic
relationship between the past and the present.

If the “Wandering Rocks” episode is considered to be a narrativized history of
Ireland, the positioning of the Church and the State at the beginning and end of the
episode gains an ideological significance. For it indicates that historical writing,
therefore the construction of history, is dominated by the authority of the Church and
the State in Ireland. This symbolic reference recalls the words of Stephen uttered in the
first episode of the novel: “I am the servant of two masters ... an English and an Italian
... The Imperial British state and the holy Roman catholic and apostolic church”
(Ulysses 26).

Apart from the diverse narratives and mental journeys of the characters and
topographical structures of the city of Dublin, the mythic parallels in the novel also
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enable Joyce to establish connections between Ireland’s past and present. From the
beginning, critical readings of Ulysses have focused on its similarities to Homer’s
Odyssey since Stuart Gilbert’s schematic study appeared in 1930. Although Joyce
deleted the Homeric headings in the final manuscript, the Odyssean headings have been
used when distinguishing the episodes because they dominated the critical discussion of
the work for many years. However, recent works, especially Maria Tymoczko’s The
Irish Ulysses shifted the central critical approach to the novel by interpreting it as a
reworking of the Irish myths in an urban setting. In this way, Tymoczko exposes the
link between Ireland’s cultural memory and its pseudohistory. In her book Tymoczko
defines the pseudohistory of Ireland as “another type of Irish historical literature, a
genre going back to the seventh and early eighth century, when the Irish learned classes
attempted to reconcile the relatively short time line of traditional oral history with the
long time line contained in Christian and classical history” (Tymoczko 168). As
Tymoczko argues, the most important piece of pseudohistory is, of course, The Book of
Invasions, which has a significant place in Irish literary history and historiography.

In Ulysses the framework of Irish pseudohistory determines the relationships of
the main characters and they provide a counterpart for the Greek mythos of the book. It
is possible to see the wanderings of Leopold Bloom as the identification of medieval
Irish voyage tales, rather than the adventures of Odysseus. The commonly accepted
symbolic values attributed to Bloom as the wandering Odysseus derive from European
critical tradition which sees nothing particularly Irish about him. However, if Joyce’s
writings are to be set in the context of Irish tradition, there is a specific question that
should be asked. Why is Leopold Bloom a Jew? Maria Tymoczko asserts that Joyce’s
constellation of characters in Ulysses — especially Leopold Bloom — is based on the
mythic structures of Lebor Gabala Erenn (The Book of the Taking of Ireland), generally
known in English as The Book of Invasions (Tymoczko 24).

The Book of Invasions contains the pseudohistory of Ireland before 432 A.D., the
accepted date of the coming of St. Patrick to the island and the beginning of written
history in Ireland. The story includes sections of cosmogony and old myth. Eventually,
it tells the “history” of Ireland since the Creation, giving accounts of the conquests of
Ireland before and after the flood and concluding with the invasion of the sons of Mil.
The Book of Invasions and its associated kinglist became the matrix for the rest of Irish
history and literature. It is still a part of popular history among the Irish (Tymoczko 25).

According to The Book of Invasions, there are six invasions of Ireland. The sixth
and the last group of invaders, the Goidels—descendants of Noah, and genealogically
related to their predecessors in Ireland—are involved in building the Tower of Babel.
After that architectural disaster, they establish a language school, becoming language
teachers with a specialty in Hebrew and Irish. They are invited to Egypt at the time of
the pharaohs because of their erudition. Their leader, Nel, is given Scota, the daughter
of the pharaoh, as wife. The Goidels become sympathizers of Moses and aid the
Israelites in their flight from Egypt. Moses is grateful for their help and offers the
Goidels a place in the Promised Land inviting them to accompany the Hebrews.
However, the Goidels decline Moses's offer. After some years the Goidels are expelled
from Egypt in revenge for aiding the Israelites. They undertake various travels.
Eventually they go to Spain, where they make conquests, settle down, and take wives.
While in Spain the Goidels see Ireland from a high tower and decide to go there. After
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various struggles with their predecessors in Ireland (the Tuatha De Danann), the Goidels
(or Milesians) defeat the Tuatha De Danann and arrange a settlement with them—the
Milesians get the upper half of Ireland, and the Tuatha De Danann get the half below
ground (Tymoczko 25-26). It is quite ironical that the Milesians have left the bondage
of pharaoh in Egypt only to end in the house of British imperialism centuries later.

If Ulysses is considered as a journey to Ireland’s past, the Jewish identity of
Leopold Bloom stands out to be significant, since Jews are probably the most
historically oriented people. In this sense, there is a strong connection between the Irish
and the Jews. Joyce wrote in a note-sheet entry for the “Cyclops” episode that “Jews &
Irish remember past” (qtd. in Nadel 48). Furthermore, in the “Ithaca” episode, Bloom
and Stephen compare Hebrew with Irish:

What points of contact existed between these languages and between the peoples
who spoke them?

The presence of guttural sounds, diacritic aspirations, epenthetic and servile
letters in both languages: their antiquity, both having been taught on the plain of
Shinar 242 years after the deluge in the seminary instituted by Fenius Farsaigh,
descendant of Noah, progenitor of Israel, and ascendant of Heber and Heremon,
progenitors of Ireland. (Ulysses 609)

Although the Irish history stretches back to antiquity long before the Milesians had set
foot on Ireland, it is possible to date the birth of the nation on the island with the coming
of the Milesians (Goidels). Maria Tymoczko’s symbolic identification of Bloom the
Jew with the Milesians signifies that Bloom embodies the pre-natal memories of the
Irish race.

The Goidels (Milesians), with whom Bloom is identified, are the last invaders of
Ireland, and as recorded in The Book of Invasions, they could have been Jews because
they were invited by Moses to have their share in the Promised Land. The Goidels are
the allies of Moses but not Hebrew, sympathetic to Moses but not among the chosen
people. Their contribution to the Hebrew history was significant, but they deliberately
choose to follow a different direction. In the same way, Bloom is Jewish from his
father’s side and has sympathy for the Jews, but his actual identity and experience is not
Jewish. According to the religious law, Jewish descent comes through the mother’s line
and Bloom’s mother and maternal grandmother both have Irish names. Thus, Bloom
does not appear to be a Jew. He is not circumcised and he has twice been baptized as a
Christian. In the cabman’s shelter Bloom tells Stephen explicitly that “in reality” he is
not a Jew (Ulysses 564). In this sense, Bloom’s mixed identity — his Jewish sympathies
and ancestry combined with his Irish experience — mirrors the early history of the
Goidels in The Book of Invasions. Moreover, Bloom’s preoccupation with Egyptian
images, for example in the “Calypso” and “Circe” episodes, reflects the sojourn of the
Goidels in Egypt. When he is accused in the “Circe” episode of sexual assault by the
maid Mary Driscoll, Bloom is defended by J. J. O’Molloy on the grounds that “such
familiarities as the alleged guilty occurrence [are] quite permitted in my client’s native
place, the land of the Pharaoh” (Ulysses 446). Similarly, Herbert Howarth supports the
view that associates Ireland with Israel. According to Howarth, the Irish thought of
themselves as the Children of Israel, and of England as the Egypt of the Pharaoh, and of
the deliverance from English tyranny as their Exodus (24). In an essay, W. B. Yeats also
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draws a comparison between Ireland and Judaea at the time of the birth of Christ and
writes that the Irish race, transformed by a national art, would become “a chosen race,
one of the pillars that uphold the world” (qtd. in Benstock 109).

Joyce’s decision to make the main character in Ulysses a Jew was not simply a
literary concern. He thought that in general the Irish and the Jews were similar and their
destinies were alike. In his letter to Carlo Linati, Joyce refers to Ulysses as “an epic of
two races (Israelite-Irish)” (Letters 271). This explanation compares the colonial
suffering of the Irish to the Israelites’ bondage and captivity. Joyce’s ambivalent
attitude towards Ireland’s colonial status points at the pseudohistorical genealogy of
Irish language. Joyce elaborates on this fact in his 1907 Trieste lecture, “Ireland, Island
of Saints and Scholars,” arguing that Irish language “is eastern in origin, and has been
identified by many philologists with the ancient language of the Phoenicians”
(Occasional, Critical and Political Writing 110). In Elizabeth Butler Cullingford’s
words, “the ideology of a linguistic map ... connects Ireland with the Semitic Orient ...
rather than with ‘mainland’ Britain” (Attridge and Howes 219).

Leopold Bloom, whose Jewish identity is uncertain, fantasizes about the Orient
and is subjected to the racial hatred of Irish nationalists, and thus embodies, among
other things, Joyce’s affirmation of cultural hybridity. From a wider perspective, as Neil
R. Davison mentions, Bloom’s struggle as an Irish-Jew represents the oppressing impact
of the historical social codes of nationalistic discourse on individual consciousness (12).
Accordingly, the multiple representations of Bloom throughout Ulysses counter the
inflexible labelling of Otherness.

Besides his representation as the “other”, the interchangeable identifications of
Bloom throughout Ulysses are interwoven around the Greek term “metempsychosis”
meaning reincarnation, which is introduced to the reader in the third episode where
Bloom first appears in the novel (Ulysses 66). When his wife Molly asks Bloom what
“metempsychosis” means, Bloom explains that it “is what ancient Greeks called it. They
used to believe you could be changed into an animal or a tree, for instance. What they
called nymphs, for example” (Ulysses 67).

Accordingly, in “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel” Bakthin
identifies the notion of metamorphosis as a particular determinant in the chronotopic
structure of “the adventure novel of everyday life” in terms of the self’s existence in
everyday life. He defines metamorphosis or transformation as “a mythological sheath
for the idea of development” (113), and states that “everyday life is that lowest sphere
of existence from which the hero tries to liberate himself, and with which he will never
internally fuse himself.” (121) According to Bakhtin, “the everyday world is scattered,
fragmented, deprived of essential connections.” (128) In this form of chronotopic
structure, the lack of a single everyday time reveals “social heterogeneity” and “socially
heterogeneous elements come close to being contradictory.” (129)

Ulysses, in which the events take place in a single day in Dublin, seems to be
localized on the surface; yet the mythic “metempsychosis” of characters, especially
Leopold Bloom, reveals another story and opens up a chronotopic gateway to the Irish
past. Metempsychosis refers to the rebirth of Ireland’s past history from Celtic myths
and legends. In Ulysses, the Hebraic Milesian (Leopold Bloom), reappear in
contemporary Dublin. Joyce reanimates Celtic pseudohistory in Ulysses via using
metempsychosis as a philosophical centre. Bloom is at times Homer’s Ulysses,
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Milesian, the Wandering Jew and Hamlet’s father. Towards the end of the novel,
Bloom returns his home. In a symbolic sense, the journey in Ulysses is a journey to
Ireland; in other words, the book is a sort of journey undertaken to and for a
reincarnation of Ireland. The metamorphosis of Bloom throughout the novel indicates
the heterogeneous and hybrid essence of Irish history and culture opposing the
homogeneous Irish identity tried to be created by Irish nationalism and British
imperialism.

Thus, Bloom, who wanders on the path of history in time through spiritual
metamorphosis, becomes the eye of memory in Ulysses. His memory, in this sense, is
an access to Irish history. It is significant that it is the eye of the “other”, the Jew, which
we share in order to have a vision of the Irish past. Bloom’s role in Ulysses, therefore,
complements the dialogic perspective of the novel; for according to Bakhtin’s theory of
dialogism, we need the eye of the “other” in order to see ourselves.

The embodiment of the pseudohistory of Ireland in Ulysses in the characters
indicates that Joyce undertakes the role of a historian. In this way, he perpetuates the
Irish literary tradition by documenting the chronicles of a single day in contemporary
Dublin through mythic correlatives. Preserving history was a primary duty of the Irish
learned classes, therefore early Irish literature had a historical cast. Ulysses can be
situated within this tradition of “narrativized history”. The book is loaded with allusions
to former historical events and to Ireland’s political and cultural history. Joyce also
documents the details of the social world of 16 June 1904. He provides us with
sufficient information to write the history of Bloomsday hour by hour for several
characters in the book. Thus, in varied ways, Joyce functions as a historian, writing the
history of his city and his nation in a form that integrates the historical and the fictitious.

Consequently, the polychronotopic structure of Ulysses serves as a means to
reject the essentialist and dualistic discourse of both Irish nationalism and British
imperialism by establishing a diologic relationship between past and present. The
colonial past of Ireland is continued in the colonial presence. This continuity can be
measured in the topographical elements such as street names and statuary. Different
cultures and histories also meet in some other dimension of chronotope through the
characters’ journeys in their memories. In this way, Joyce refuses to serve the clear-cut
historical and cultural divisions of time and space by establishing a dialogic interaction
not only between the past and the present, but also between cultures. The city of Dublin
and the single day on which the events take place becomes a threshold where the
present encounters with the past. In addition, the pseudohistoric identification of
Leopold Bloom also allows different chronotopes to co-exist in the novel and redefines
the present. As Bakhtin states, “if taken outside its relationship with past and future, the
present loses its integrity, breaks down into isolated phenomena and objects, making of
them a mere abstract conglomeration.” (146) In this chronotopic motif of meeting, the
contact between the past and present is realized via the characters’ memories and the
topographical structure of Dublin city, as well as the mythic correlatives. This approach
constitutes one of the central driving forces of Joyce’s ideological stand against the
constructed representation of Irish history, identity and culture. On the whole, Ulysses
carnivalizes history sustaining a counter-model not only to mainstream traditions but
also to the colonial and imperial discourse of his time.
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Ozet

Benlik ve Tarihin Diyalogu:
Ulysses’te Kronotopun Politik ve Ideolojik Yansimalari

Modernist edebiyatin ikonlar1 arasinda kabul edilen ve roman yazim tekniginde
yerlesik tiim normlar1 sorgulayarak yikan James Joyce’un Ulysses adli basyapitini,
yazarm hem Irlanda Milliyetciligine hem de ingiliz Emperyalizmine ideolojik bir
bagkaldiris1 olarak okumak miimkiindiir. Bu baglamda, romanin kronotopu, diger bir
degisle zaman ve mekani ele alis ve sunus bigimi, Joyce’un tarih ve kimlik kavramlarini
hangi agilardan sorguladigina, aym zamanda da Irlanda kimligini ne sekilde yeniden
tamimladigina 151k tutmasi acisindan Onemlidir. Romandaki mitik paralellilker,
karakterlerin belleklerinde ve anilarinda yaptiklar1 yolculuklar, Dublin kentinin
topografik yapisi ile anlatimdaki polifonik ve karnivalesk 6geler, Irlanda tarihine agilan
bir gecit olusturarak gegmisi, bugiinii ve gelecegi iliskilendirerek birbirine baglar.
Ozellikle Irlanda’nin kiiltiirel ve politik tarihine yaptigi gdndermelerle, roman yer yer
“tarih yazimi”n1 sorgulamakta ve bunu da “6teki’nin goziinden ve bakis agisindan
sunmaktadir. Farkli zamanlar ve mekanlar arasinda kurdugu bu diyalojik iliski ile James
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Joyce temel olarak Irlandali kimliginin homojen ve merkeziyetgi tanimlarmi
yikmaktadir. Irlandali Dedalus, Yahudi Bloom ve Ispanyol kokenli Molly’nin tasig
tarihsel kimlikler, Trlanda’nm mitik tarihi ile iliskilendirilmis ve bu kimliklerin romanin
sundugu kronotopik yapiya ne sekilde hizmet ettikleri ortaya konmustur. Sonug olarak,
bu makalede, Mikhail Bakhtin’in ortaya koydugu krotonop kavrami ele alindiktan
sonra, James Joyce’un Ulysses’te farkli kronotoplar1 (zaman ve mekanlar1) diyalojik bir
iliski igerisinde biraraya getirerek Irlanda tarihini ve irlandali kimligini nasil yeniden
tanimladig1 incelenmistir.



The Feminist Politics of Maternal Malevolence:
Tony Harrison’s Medea: A Sex-War Opera (1985)

Ivar Kvistad

In every quiet suburban wife

dissatisfied with married life

is MEDEA, raging!

- Tony Harrison, Medea: A Sex-War Opera 371

Reproductions of Euripides’ tragedy Medea with implicit or explicit allusions to
women’s liberation and feminist discourses have been frequent since the late nineteenth
century. Mobilised at nineteenth century fin de siecle Suffragette rallies, Medea'’s
ongoing association with feminism continues in modernity with several overtly gender-
oriented reworkings of the narrative, such as those by Tony Harrison, Christa Wolf, and
Kerry Greenwood. Medea’s association with feminism is also covertly alluded to in
several other modern, implicitly emancipatory, Medeas. For example, the anti-
imperialist mobilisations of the narrative by Pier Paolo Pasolini, Heiner Miiller,
Brendan Kennelly and Liz Lochhead all allude to the modern discourses of feminism
and women’s liberation. It would seem that the association between Euripides’ narrative
paradigm of Medea and the emancipatory discourse of feminism is deeply entrenched in
the western imagination.

Writing in a milieu that has seen the influence of ‘second wave’ feminism, the
feminist Medeas of Harrison, Wolf and Greenwood, like those of Miranda Seymour and
Jacqueline Crossland might also be called ‘originary Medeas’: they all point towards the
idea of an original Medea narrative that has been overshadowed or eclipsed by the
Euripidean narrative of the infanticidal mother. Cast as revivals and reinstatements of
pre-Euripidean narrative traditions, they all, in comparable ways, strategically imply a
cover up of the traditions that did not cast Medea as the infanticidal mother. These
modern Medeas all attribute the Euripidean representation of Medea as the murderer of
her children to phallocentric and patriarchal ideologies. As will be seen, Tony
Harrison's Medea: A Sex-War Opera (1985) follows the pattern of these ‘originary’
Medeas in disavowing the Euripidean narrative tradition of Medea’s maternal
infanticide. However, while this may add complexity and dimension to a character who
is, and has been, routinely essentialised as an evil stepmother figure, it should be noted
that this also potentially disables a gendered interrogation of the infanticide tradition
that might, I argue, be useful to a feminist and politically dissident project.

Tony Harrison’s Medea: A Sex-War Opera was written in 1985 and produced for
the stage in 1991 by the Volcano Theatre Company who merged it with Valerie
Solanas’ Society for Cutting Up Men (SCUM) (1968), a defining 1960s counter-culture
‘anarcho-feminist’ manifesto (Volcano Theatre Company 1-5). This is appropriate: Sex-
War Opera’s narrative has continuities with feminist discourse on a number of fronts
and central to its radicalising project is its interrogation of the symbolic meanings
attached to femininity. Like Euripides’ Medea, Sex-War Opera privileges the
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significance of the narrative of Medea’s reputed infanticide, using it as a provocation to
question the specific gendered and institutionalised discourses that construct maternal
subjectivity and, by extension, the idea of maternal infanticide as an exceptionally
abhorrent crime.

Sex-War Opera questions and politicises the discourses that inform the lives of
women in modernity. Like subsequent texts by Harrison, such as his film Prometheus
(1998) which condemns the contemporary disengagement with utopian visions (Hall
129-40), Sex-War Opera foregrounds the political necessity of engaging with the
discourses that prevent a realisation of social justice. Reflecting the complexity of this
undertaking, Sex-War Opera is highly sophisticated in terms of its form, language and
politics. One of the most innovative versions of Euripides’ Medea to appear in the
twentieth century, Sex-War Opera shifts from mimetic to abstract and symbolic
modalities of representation, and from ancient to modern contexts. For a theatrical text,
it is epic - it is over 80 pages long. Sex-War Opera is also multi-lingual, quoting a
number of Medea narratives in a variety of European languages, from ancient Greek to
classical Latin, from seventeenth century French to modern English. Sex-War Opera
offers detailed critiques of these literary, dramatic and operatic productions of Medea,
now institutionalised in the Western literary and musical canons. Sex-War Opera is thus
a highly informed text that is self-conscious of its position amongst the different
narrative and formal traditions of the Medea legend. Further, the many languages of the
text mirror its representation of competing political discourses: the text presents several
feminist and anti-feminist political positions in the form of an ongoing dialogue of
answer and response. This dialogue is continuous with its musical form as well as the
ongoing dialectics of contemporary feminist discourse.

Reflecting its formal emphasis on multilingual exchange, Sex-War Opera
advocates the need for translation, the importance of hearing the voice of the feminine
Other. The play reiterates this theme throughout its unfolding narrative and lucidly
summarises it towards its end:

Did you know that what you hear
is from Euripides’ Medea

of 431

that’s 431 BC!

The breaking of male monopoly
has just begun!

These words from a women’s chorus

at least 2000 years before us

weren’t much heeded,

but since what they sung then

should still be listened to by men

a translation’s needed... (Harrison 447)

This call for a woman’s perspective, a perspective that responds to the cultural
dominance or ‘monopoly’ of masculine epistemologies, frames the narrative of Sex-War
Opera. This passage appears in the closing scene of the text, and is a response to an
earlier scene in the play when the Chorus interrupts Medea’s execution saying, ‘Listen!
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All of you! Before/ you hear tonight’s new score/ what strikes your ears’? (370). The
equivalent to the Euripidean choral speech calling for new songs to be sung about
women (Warner 73), these passages emphasise that Sex-War Opera is primarily
concerned with constructing a ‘new song’ about women, a new version of a mythology
that has historically demonised women. But how exactly does Sex-War Opera construct
its appeal for new narratives, and how progressive is its ‘new song’ about women?

Responding to Patriarchal Canons

Sex-War Opera opens with a representation of the infanticidal mother as a
fetishised image of ultimate horror. Before a growing effigy of Medea wielding a knife,
the male chorus recites what the text describes as their ‘multi-lingual hatred’ (366). The
chorus quotes from eleven literary, theatrical and operatic versions of the Medea myth
that demonise Medea for the murder of her children. The quotes are taken from the
Medeas of Euripides, Seneca, Pierre Corneille and Luigi Cherubini, amongst others,
who variously describe Medea as a barbarian, tigress, witch and wretch. The effect is a
sense of relentless hostility directed towards Medea as the infanticidal mother
emanating from a range of texts within the Western literary and musical canons.
However, the spectre of Medea eventually overwhelms the chanting men; as it grows,
the chorus’ reaction shifts from escalating vocal hostility to silent fear: like the Lacanian
Other, the more it is fought against, the more its power grows (Zizek 6).

The suggestion built into this dramatic opening of Sex-War Opera is twofold.
Firstly, the cross-cultural hatred directed towards Medea as a maternal child killer
confirms the pervasive but problematic idea that maternal infanticide is universally
considered abhorrent and thus justifiably condemned. Secondly, the opening of Sex-War
Opera demonstrates the role of textual genealogy in reproducing and continuing
particular discourses as cultural institutions.

Sex-War Opera’s incorporation of other Medea narratives from the corpus of the
Western literary and musical canons points towards the formative role of artistic canons
in institutionalising patriarchal ideologies and the symbolic arrangements that
perpetuate women’s oppression. Sex-War Opera suggests that the ideologies of the
Medea narrative are consistently reiterated across the continuum of the Western literary
canon: Harrison’s text refers to the ancient Euripidean Medea as well as its Roman,
Renaissance, nineteenth century and other counterparts, in several languages and
translations. Harrison’s text is thus suggestive of the role of literary and artistic canons
in perpetuating and reproducing ideologies about women. In Sex-War Opera, the
narrative of Medea becomes representative of the discourses that render the figure of the
‘bad mother’ as a fetish of hatred; the opera, thus, questions the various literary,
theatrical and musical institutions that give form to the Medea myth for their complicity
with dominant, misogynising ideologies.

The point of an inherent male bias in the literary canon is a conventional charge
of feminist literary criticism (Gilbert and Gubar, Djikstra). It is also suggestively
affirmed in Sex-War Opera when the Chorus voices a suspicion of the fact that in
musical drama, specifically operas such as Tosca, Carmen and Madame Butterfly,
women always die (369). The Chorus proclaims, ‘... women in their last death-throes/
have always drawn male fans’ bravos/ and fags’ applause!”’ (369). The suggestion is that
women on stage die as a result of a male fantasy to see them die; theatrical
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representations of dying women fulfill an institutional, misogynising desire to destroy
women. This idea that canonical, operatic narratives service the subjectivity of the
masculine subject becomes explicit when the female Chorus asks ‘which sex does a
myth support’? What male propaganda lurks/ behind most operatic works/ that Music’s
masking’? (370). While this idea is open to the criticism of being reductive and
essentialising about masculine desires and the politics implicit in artistic productions
authored by men (see Zizek and Dolar 6), it has leverage from the fact that the classical
music and operatic canon has, up until the late twentieth century, been dominated by the
works of male composers.

Sex-War Opera politicises the ‘masked agenda’ of opera when the male chorus
suggests that they do not want to see opera if they are to hear the preaching of women’s
rights. The male chorus insists that it would prefer to see opera only so that they can
‘hear sopranos sing/ on gala night’ (369). The male chorus’ implicit suggestion is that
‘the opera’ is essentially an apolitical space, as if the aesthetic productions of ‘high
culture’ can operate outside politics — which they clearly do not (see, for example, Said
137-57). However, in the light of the earlier comments of the female chorus, this
response reads as a deliberate occlusion and obfuscation (‘masking’) of the politics of
operatic dramas, via the male-serving romanticism inherent in the idea that music is
apolitical.

The myth of Eve from the biblical book of Genesis, like the narrative paradigms
of opera, is another key cultural institution that Sex-War Opera infers is part of the
battery of phallocentric myth and ideology. In the scene of Medea’s execution, the State
Official [Jason], after complaining about the rising cases of maternal infanticide,
appeals to God the Father, telling him that he should have left Eve in the form of
Adam’s rib (368). By doing this, the text draws attention to the misogyny of the biblical
narrative of Genesis in which the ‘first woman’ is the cause, and the person to blame,
for the fall from paradise. Harrison’s text thus echoes feminist critiques of this
influential and defining myth of femininity in Western culture (Rich 118-23; Kristeva
17-24, and Ostriker 37-8).

Institutions of Marriage & Kinship

After the scene in which the male chorus’ chants its multilingual hatred towards
Medea, the narrative of Sex-War Opera depicts two modern ceremonial processions that
are suggestive of women’s subjugation in a patriarchal society. The first procession is of
a woman on death row being escorted to an electric chair; she is called in the text
‘Medea’ and her crime is the murder of her children. The second procession is that of a
wedding, where a bride, named in the text as both Creusa and Hypsipyle, is taken to a
golden throne. The two figures are visually linked to each other; their respective ‘seats’
mirror each other on the stage and Creusa’s golden bridal crown is reminiscent of the
electrocution cap worn by Medea (367). Further complicating the scene is the
representation of two, apparently conflicting, narratives in the text that both detail the
circumstances of the death of Creusa: the death of Creusa through Medea’s gift to her of
a poisoned bridal gown and robe; and the death of Creusa through the apparatus of state
law.

The visual mirroring of Creusa’s wedding and the electrocution ceremony of the
modern Medea is suggestive of an equivalence between the two events: the implicit idea
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is that both represent institutions that are complicit with the interests of men.
Provocatively, Harrison’s play compares marriage with capital punishment; it is
suggestive that when the electrocution lever is finally pulled, it is the bride, the Creusa
figure, who is electrocuted rather than the convicted criminal, the modern Medea figure
(371). While this narrative move is perplexing because it is not in alignment with the
idea of maternal infanticide as a punishable crime, the dramatic presentation of the
execution of a bride has a symbolic resonance with the dissidence implicit in the
Euripidean Medea. The execution of the bride echoes the Euripidean and 1970s radical
feminist idea that marriage is an institution that primarily serves the interests of men
and a patriarchal society. More specifically, the execution of the bride suggests that
marriage is like a punishment for women, an idea that is continuous with the argument
of Adrienne Rich in Of Woman Born, the iconic feminist critique of the logic of self-
sacrifice that informs both marriage and its complicit institution of motherhood.

The electrocution of Creusa is significant because it implicitly raises the
question: whom do the discourses of maternal criminality really affect? The answer,
following the logic of Sex-War Opera would be: all women. The suggestion is that the
sensationalising discourse of the alleged maternal child-murderer’s criminality fatally
affects the lives of all women. The figures of the good bride (Creusa) and the bad
mother (Medea) represent formative discourses of female subjectivity, particularly in a
society that functionalises women to the role of child-bearers. Sex-War Opera
represents these discourses as enacting a symbolic violence upon the female subject.
The text constructs Creusa as a bride who is representative of the women who
participate in the social institution of marriage; she represents their complicity with this
institution and the sacrifices that it entails. That is, Creusa, by complying with the
dictates of the institution of marriage also in effect reinforces the phallocentric social
institutions that prescribe women in specific roles and that inflict symbolic violence
upon them. Sex-War Opera’s representation of the electrocution of Creusa thus becomes
a symbolic register of institutional patriarchal violence against women, a violence that is
inscribed on their bodies.

Jason does not recognise the sexism or gender dissymmetry of patriarchal
institutional discourses. In the scene of Medea’s second confrontation with Jason, he
tells Medea that their sons will remain safe in Corinth and ‘will want for naught’ (415).
To this, Medea replies that they will want ‘only for a mother’ and hence, by remaining
in Corinth, their safety will be ‘dearly brought’ (415). Jason does not recognise the
value of the mother precisely because he is a product of a patriarchal society that
systematically denigrates and marginalises the value and subjectivity of mothers. After
this exchange between Jason and Medea, Sex-War Opera foregrounds the specifically
patrilineal structures of child ownership to further its politicisation of the social
conventions that marginalise maternal subjectivity. Medea, in a rhetorical correction of
her relationship to her children, tells Jason that she will send wedding gifts to Creusa so
that Creusa will love ‘our, no your sons’ (415). This line is a strategic phrasing of the
idea of child ownership, designed to seduce both Jason and Creusa through its
displacement of Medea’s symbolic connection to her sons. However, Medea’s phrasing
of this line also points towards a recognition of the dissymmetrical operations of
patriarchal kinship structures that construct ownership, and thus power, primarily with
fathers rather than mothers.
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Discourses of Maternity & Infanticide

In Sex-War Opera, in the scene of the state execution of Medea, the State
Official [Jason] blames the rising occurrence of maternal infanticide in modernity on the
women’s liberation movement (368). This section of the text is resonant with the
hostility of nineteenth century fin de siecle responses to the New Woman (see Djikstra
333-51) as well as some contemporary responses to feminism. So, while Jason’s
hostility to women’s liberation sensationalises feminism’s social influence, it remains
historically consonant with the prevalent criticisms that are routinely directed at the
movement: as Eva Cox notes, feminists are often accused of anti-motherhood in a way
that conspires to derogate the value of the feminist movement (Cox 1). The image of
maternal infanticide that Harrison’s text foregrounds then is expedient to a feminist
project: it allows for an exposure of popular diatribes against feminism and foregrounds
the idea that such sensationalising discourses operate to obfuscate a feminist voice.

The connection between the mythological figure of Medea and modern
murderous mothers in Sex-War Opera relies on the assumption that the modern
construction of maternal infanticide is informed by a ‘sex-war’ where mythologies of
gender are used as weapons between (conventional, patriarchal) men and (feminist,
politicising) women. Indeed, the mythology of motherhood is, perhaps, the singularly
most important discursive formation that feminists have had to grapple with in the ‘sex-
war’ that comprises the libertarian struggle for sexual equality. This point is illustrated
in classic feminist studies on motherhood, such as those by Adrienne Rich, Dorothy
Dinnerstein, Nancy Chodorow, Ann Dally and Elisabeth Badinter, as well as in the
more recent and nuanced studies by (for example) Patrice DiQuinzio, Michelle Boulous
Walker and Sara Ruddick. Maternity remains a pivotal political site of feminist criticism
due to the consistent reduction in patriarchal societies of women to the maternal
function and the role of reproduction. Indeed, maternity is integral to, and complicit in,
conventional and patriarchal discourses that only provide limiting and prescriptive
social roles for women, defining them primarily through their relationship to others —
men and children - rather than defining the female subject in terms of their individuality
(see DiQuinzio x-xvii).

Harrison’s text draws attention to the discourses of maternity that operate as part
of the social order’s disciplinary process that inscribes women’s bodies and determines
their subjectivity. Following the Euripidean narrative, when Medea contemplates
murdering her children in Sex-War Opera she oscillates between conviction and
hesitancy in going through with her plans (418). This affirms the complexity of a
mother’s subjectivity, displacing conventional tropes of the essentially nurturing
maternal bond and a unified maternal subject. The story of Medea, as relayed by Sex-
War Opera, lives out the repressed underside of the conventional image of the nurturing
mother. However, Medea’s repeated lament that she will never see her sons make their
marriage beds, or place garlands on their heads and see them married (420) suggests
that the Medea of Sex-War Opera will also regret the murder of her children. Indeed,
the text describes these ideas as being ‘like a thought that will not leave the mind’ (420)
and the text repeats them to emphasise their obstinacy (427 and 430). In this respect,
Sex-War Opera constructs Medea according to the conventional and naturalised
representation of the ‘mother behaving naturally’: the mother that will be sorry to see
the death of her sons. Although the text, through fleeting representations of the mother
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contemplating infanticide, alludes to the Euripidean de-naturalisation of maternal love,
it finally displaces the Euripidean deconstruction of maternity in favour of politicising
the fetishisation of Medea as an infanticidal, ‘unnatural’ and evil mother.

Sex-War Opera does not, in the end, subscribe to the narrative tradition of Medea
as the murderer of her children. Instead, it presents two versions of the episode of the
death of Medea’s children to emphasise the fact that the canonical Euripidean version is
only one of several mythical narrative traditions. After the scene of the death of Creusa
and Medea’s murder of her children, Sex-War Opera presents a variation of the
mythical tradition of Medea that it constructs as more accurate and ‘true.’ In this
alternative tradition, Medea is a goddess who has fourteen sons pursued by the
Corinthian mob who systematically ‘stone’ each one of the sons to death (429-30). By
privileging this alternative variation of the Medea legend, given in antiquity by
Pausanius (Page xvii), Sex-War Opera politicises the dynamics of selectivity that
canonises some narratives over others, pointing towards the ideological nature of
canonisation.

Harrison’s text thus suggests that the narrative variations regarding the
circumstances of the murder of Medea’s children and the identity of who instigates it
reveal the shifting ideological uses of the Medea myth. The narrative explicitly relays
the idea of the political uses of the Medea narrative in the commentary on the two
versions between the onlookers, the Downstage Man (DSM) and Downstage Woman
(DSW). In response to the representation of a mob of Corinthians murdering Medea’s
fourteen children, the DSM insists that this version is not the true or ‘proper’ story. The
DSW replies that the tradition of Medea as the murderer of her two children is a
specifically male version of the story, and that the ‘true story’ is that there were fourteen
sons (431). She explains that the Corinthians bribed Euripides to represent Medea as a
murderer. What is significant in this dialogue is that it presents one version of the myth
as true and the other as false, gendering and essentialising them as male or female: the
true version is female, the untrue version is male. In terms of furthering a feminist
project, this schematic presentation is potentially useful in foregrounding the sexual
politics that are inherent in the question of who controls and formulates the authoritative
works of a literary canon.

In effect, the spectre of maternal infanticide in Sex-War Opera inscribes two
conflicting discourses upon its representation of the maternal body. It alludes to the
Euripidean idea that the maternal bond is a naturalised and hence mythological
construct. However, it also, simultaneously and paradoxically, constructs and reiterates
maternal infanticide as a horrific act that only a misogynist narrative tradition could
affirm. Thus, instead of critically examining conventional discursive ‘conceptions’ of
maternity, Sex-War Opera, in the end, reproduces them. The premise of the play is that
the Euripidean representation of maternal infanticide, like other canonical
representations of the monstrous-feminine, services a cohesive, misogynising and
patriarchal project. While the idea of a unified and monolithic ‘patriarchy’ has been
consistently attacked by feminists as simplistic, Sex-War Opera strategically deploys
the idea of a unified patriarchy to construct its contrary, enunciative and political
position; that is, it mobilises what Diana Fuss describes as a strategic use of an
essentialism (Fuss 18). However, the text’s suggestion that Euripides ‘blackened the
woman in his play’ (431) uncritically endorses the discourses that immediately



120 Interactions

condemn maternal infanticide as unjustifiable and unnatural, thus displacing the
otherwise radicalising significance of the Euripidean representation of maternal
infanticide (see Kvistad 209-18). In the end, Sex-War Opera offers limited examination
of the discursive construction of the infanticidal mother; it does not problematise this
figure’s complicity with idealisations of the full-time mother and innocent child or with
phallocentric discourses of the rights-bearing individual. Instead there is a simple
disavowal of the tradition of Medea’s maternal infanticide and the canonical Euripidean
version of the story. Thus, Sex-War Opera abandons an opportunity to re-write a
discourse about the maternal subject and in its stead affirms a safer, conventional and
hegemonic construction of maternity.

Inscriptions of Gender Dissymmetry

While Sex-War Opera may be conventional in its final reproduction or
affirmation of the nurturing maternal subject, it retains its ostensibly feminist political
edge by emphasising social arrangements of gender dissymmetry. In anticipation of
Medea’s electrocution, the Chorus establishes a link between the figure of Medea and
modern constructions of murderous mothers by the public news media. The text
explicitly describes the Chorus’ commentary during this scene as a ‘feminist critique’
(371). In it, the Chorus suggests that the contemporary mass media builds mythologies
about women, especially women convicted of crimes such as child murder:

Some mother, some deserted wife
kills her kids with a kitchen knife,
here, today!

When you read the press reviews

of what you’re seeing she’ll be news
and not a play.

MOM KILLS KIDS reads New York Post
and that “mom” ’s MEDEA’s ghost

still unfulfilled.

As long as things go on like this

without a sex-war armistice

kids will be killed.

Not costumes and old myths of Greece;
the Argonauts and Golden Fleece —
Manbhattan!

Infanticide appears to grow

and in the female crime bureau

files fatten.

And the sex-war’s still being fought,
which sex does a myth support?

you should be asking.

What male propaganda lurks

behind most operatic works

that Music’s unmasking?
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Beneath al/l Greek mythology

are struggles between HE and SHE
that we’re still waging.

In every quiet suburban wife
dissatisfied with married life

is MEDEA, raging! (370-1).

The text’s framing of tabloid representations of maternal infanticide is a call for
a discourse analysis of modern mythologies about destructive forms of maternity. In
asking for the identity of those whom the Medea myth supports, the Chorus implicitly
charges the modern mass media for championing the views of men in their
constructions of destructive maternity. It suggests that it is difficult for the modern mass
media not to mythologise and sensationalise maternal infanticide and child murder. This
has a degree of credence in contemporary cultural histories of mothers accused of
infanticide. For example, the Lindy Chamberlain case (1980-7) in Australia led to
publications that exalted the crime as a type of ‘ultimate crime.” One pulp commentary
sensationally dubbed it ‘the trial of the century’ (Brien); another more incisive feminist
commentator, explicitly compared Lindy Chamberlain to Medea (Mead 20). Similarly,
in Melbourne 2003, the convicted maternal child killer Kathleen Folbigg, after being
found guilty of the murder of her four children, was described as ‘the most hated
woman on earth’ (Knowles 3). In a meditation on maternal infanticide, the Australian
Kathleen Folbigg case and the American Paula Yates case, Joanne Fedler wrote:
“Perhaps, if hell exists, Yates and Folbigg will burn for what they have done” (43). The
point is that such media constructions of accused child killers buy into what might be
called a Medea mythology where maternal infanticide becomes sensationalised as a type
of ‘ultimate crime,” a crime of mythical and symbolic proportions that speaks to socially
ascribed ideas of criminality and Otherness — and by extension, discursive constructions
of the ‘human’ subject.

However, the sensationalist representations of infanticidal mothers in the mass
media can be read as the repressed underside of a society that publicly valorises the
image of the devoted mother, whose life revolves around her children (Salecl 2473).
What is at stake, and what is played out in the discourses of the mass media, are the
symbolic meanings attached to women’s bodies as maternal ‘life giving’ subjects: the
ideal of the nurturing mother and the evil of the infanticidal mother, it would seem,
comprise a powerful mythology that needs both reiteration and defending. In other
words, the media representations that sensationalise constructions of maternal
infanticide can be interpreted as the result of a persistent mythology that generally
privileges some perspectives over others, and when it comes to representations of
maternal infanticide, arguably privileges the perspectives of men over women - just as
the Lindy Chamberlain case called for a feminist interrogation, most famously made by
Kerryn Goldsworthy (19-20).

Sex-War Opera also foregrounds the issue of institutional sexisms through its
representation of the discursive conventions that gender the domestic and public
spheres. In the scene that introduces the Argonauts, Jason’s crew affirm their love of
their life at sea, their love of ‘the brine and the boiling foam and the steady beat of the
heavy oars’ before revealing that, more specifically, they are
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glad to be away from the women at home
away from women’s incessant demands
into the sort of heroic life

a man couldn’t share with any wife,

and only a man understands (375).

This passage both reproduces and questions the gendering of public and private
spaces. Schematically, these spaces become the masculine space of homosocial relations
that is also the site of men’s careers, and the feminine space of the home, domesticity
and men’s marital links to their wives. One is a space for the heroic; the other is the
epitome of an un-heroic space. The point is that Harrison’s text suggests that these
spaces are gendered in a way that is exclusionary and misogynist; they are arranged on
the premise that women are ‘unable to understand’ a ‘truly manly heroic life’ (375).
When Jason takes Medea on his ship, the Argo, to escape the wrath of her father, the
crew detests her presence. Several Argonauts pitch their contempt at Medea, calling her
a ‘damned woman’ and a ‘foreign bitch’ and telling Jason to throw her in the sea (403).
The representation of a binary scheme of gendered spaces in Sex-War Opera is part of
its exposition of the way in which gendering discourses frame and control the activities
of men and women.

Hercules epitomises the ideal of the socialised male subject; he encourages
others to conform to the Law of the Father. When Hercules converses with the Sons of
Medea, he tells them that it is ‘time to move on from mother’s milk to wine’ and that it
is ‘time to cut the umbilical cord, time to make a start on manly things’ (423). Hercules’
speech to Medea’s sons ascribes a primacy to the realm of the maternal; it becomes the
realm that the male subject needs to renounce, disavow and deny if he is to develop and
evolve according to the symbolic precepts of the patriarchal social order. Hercules
insists that women, like femininity, should be regarded with contempt: he says women
are bad for the body and the soul, he brands all women as wicked whores, and he tritely
wishes death upon his wife (377-9). Sex-War Opera constructs this blatant misogyny,
however, as a logical outcome of a symbolic order that is designed by and for men.

Another logical extension of Hercules’ subscription to hegemonic, homosocial
bonds between men is his homosexuality. As noted by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick,
homosocial relations that structure men’s relations with each other exist on a continuum
of desire, including repressed homosexual desire (1-2). Prefiguring Sedgwick’s study,
Sex-War Opera dramatises the repressed underside of homosociality for subversive,
political purposes. The text subverts Hercules’ championing of homosocial relations by
rendering it as, more specifically, homosexual: Hercules homosocial values quickly
become, simultaneously but not necessarily discontinuously, homosexual. In the scene
when Hercules talks to the Sons of Medea on their way to Creusa’s wedding, he tells
them of the value of masculinity. Hercules says that it is good to know how to “throw a
man on his back with the flip of a hip” and to “get to know what a man’s muscles are
for” before trying to entice Medea’s children to feel his ‘iron thighs’ (422). The
homosexual, pedophilic allusions operating within the economy of Hercules’ macho
banter represents precisely what more conventional homosocial relations repress:
homosexuality. Harrison’s text, thus, subverts homosociality by presenting
homosexuality as one logical extension and consequence of it. In this way, Sex-War
Opera strategically mobilises conservative homophobic discourses to symbolically
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‘unman’ and humiliate Hercules. However, despite the implicit and perhaps inadvertent
endorsement of homophobia, Sex-War Opera’s allusion to pedophilic relations
constructs a dramatic and provocative representation of the abuses of the establishment
upon those whom it is yet to invest with the privileges of a rights-bearing subject.

Sex-War Opera’s representation of the establishment’s sexism and abuse of
power, particularly as summarised in the character of Hercules, forms a moralising
narrative about the doomed fate of solipsistic social arrangements that are oppressive to
the feminine. Presumably in response to the Argonauts’ misogyny, the triple goddess
magically makes the crew of the Argo suffer at the hands of women. The punishment of
Hercules is particularly graphic and is induced by a moment of epiphany. Heracles
realises that the monsters he once slew were in fact representations of the mother in
disguise (434), an idea recalling certain feminist commentaries on ancient myth (for
example, Tuana 255). As he descends into madness and identifies with the repressed
feminine, Hercules replaces his traditional clothing of lion-skin with women’s clothes
(434). In mockery of the heroic labours for which Hercules is best known in myth,
Hercules undertakes a series of ‘women’s labours.” These consist of:

A lifetime’s famous labours, wars
finishing with female chores,
peeling carrots, mopping floors!

Not cutting off the Hydra’s head
but struggling with sewing thread (435).

By depicting Hercules performing these domestic tasks, the text draws attention
to the gendering of such practices. Sex-War Opera thus politicises the ways in which
discourses of gender inform everyday life and become naturalised in conventions of
behaviour that service, and are integral to, social arrangements of sexual dissymmetry.

The circumstances surrounding Hercules’ madness further emphasise the
entrenched hegemonies of sexual dissymmetry. Echoing the mythological tradition in
which Hera drives Heracles mad, the triple goddess of Sex-War Opera drives Hercules
‘off his head,” with the result that he ends up murdering his children, clubbing them to
death (436). The text bases this infanticide episode on a narrative tradition of the
Hercules myth that is significantly marginalised in favour of the stories that celebrate
his heroic conquests. The Downstage Woman notes the apparent double-standard that
informs the construction of Hercules’ mythical career as essentially heroic while Medea
remains known, primarily, for the murder of her children. The Downstage Woman says,
“ ‘He killed his children! I don’t hear you/ give even a sotto voce boo... So where is
Hercules’s electric chair... is Medea/ the one child-murderer you fear [?]” ” (437). This
dialogue emphasises the gendered dissymmetry that structures the received mythical
traditions of two child murderers: the man (Hercules) apparently gets away with it, but
the woman (Medea) is demonised and inextricably marked by it. Thus, for Sex-War
Opera, the Euripidean tradition of Medea as the mother who killed her children
becomes readable as an ‘old male-concocted curse/ of infant slayer’ (445). It is men, as
the speakers within the social order, who give form to the social order that women, such
as Medea, must negotiate.
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The idea that representations of maternal infanticide are encoded in particular
and different ways to paternal infanticide is a point illustrated by the contrasting
reception of the Medea and Hercules myths. This reception is symptomatic of a
profound and structural sexual dissymmetry in Western culture: a point that Sex-War
Opera reiterates through its references to the various canonical texts that construct and
reiterate Medea as a figure of hatred but that systematically neglect to indict Hercules or
Agamemnon in a comparable way. For Sex-War Opera, ‘tabloid Medeas’ are politically
suspicious and questionable representations precisely because they mirror this Medea
mythology; they reproduce fetishisations of feminine evil that are arguably complicit
with discourses that privilege masculine subjectivity. Through its construction of this
politicising argument, the Euripidean motif of infanticide becomes a vehicle for Sex-
War Opera to explore the ‘invisible,” silenced, naturalised discourses that generate and
sustain social arrangements of dissymmetry. In this respect, Sex-War Opera
strategically mobilises and transforms what initially appears as the ‘misogynist’
narrative episode of Medea’s infanticide into an emancipatory discourse.

Sex-War Opera has structural similarities with other modern feminist Medeas
because they also disavow the Euripidean narrative of Medea’s infanticide. This
phenomenon, this pattern of disavowal, has proved to be politically useful: it has
enabled reflection upon the ideological uses of canonical and other narratives to
reinforce structures of gender relations, as well as reflection upon the related discourses
that inform the social practices, rights and expectations of, and for, the feminine subject.

However, the modern feminist Medeas disavowal of the Euripidean narrative of
infanticide is not the only or most powerful way to construct an oppositional voice. The
provocation inherent in the affirmation of the representation of maternal infanticide
could, for example, further politicise female subjectivity by foregrounding the shifting
discourses of rights-bearing subjectivity across cultural and historical contexts and
across the categories of sexual difference. That is, while the Medeas of Harrison, Wolf,
Greenwood and others strategically disavow the Euripidean narrative tradition of
Medea’s infanticide to realise their political purpose, they are, ironically, in danger of
inadvertently reifying the conservative constructions of maternal subjectivity and
individualism that they might more usefully contest. Further, by implicitly condemning
Medea’s infanticide, they buy into the symbolic investments encoded in the figure of
the infant as a representative of the human subject or rights-bearing individual that has,
historically, been exclusively masculine (see Stormer 110-1).

The disavowal of the Euripidean infanticide narrative in the modern feminist
Medeas is attributable to, and symptomatic of, feminism’s origins within the humanist
tradition of liberation theory (see Curthoys 109). However, if, as Nathan Stormer
asserts, the humanist tradition is also one that has historically marginalised and
denigrated feminine subjectivity, there is an underlying danger that feminist discourse
may unwittingly reiterate the masculinist bias of the humanist tradition to which it is
indebted. This would seem to be the case in the feminist interpretations that implicitly
condemn the narrative of Medea’s infanticide: by affirming the infant as a rights-
bearing subject or subject of value, they displace the rights of the feminine subject.
These disavowals of the Euripidean narrative are not only in danger of naturalising and
perpetuating depoliticised discourses of ‘the individual,” however. They are also in
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danger of reinstating the myth of the nurturing mother and of silencing an analysis of
the discourses that construct maternal infanticide as a radical act in the first instance.

In other words, the strategy of disavowal inadvertently marginalises the
(maternal, feminine) subjectivity of the instigator of infanticide, Medea, and occludes
the broader, structural, and formative role of the State or social order in endorsing or
adjudicating practices of violent inscription on its subjects. In emphasising the personal,
moral transgression of Medea’s infanticide, the modern feminist Medeas that disavow
infanticide occlude the political circumstances of Medea’s predicament in the narrative
that predisposed her to conduct the infanticide: namely the threat of the Corinthian
establishment to murder her children and Medea’s appropriation of the institutional
right of the paternal subject to murder Ais children. Positioned outside the logic of her
‘personal revenge’ upon Jason, Medea’s infanticide takes on a political, strategic
significance: it affirms her agency, her defiance, her refusal of subjugation, and exposes
the discourses that engender and perpetuate sexual dissymmetry.

The symbolic role of Medea’s attributed infanticide, even in the modern feminist
narrative renderings that disavow it, however, remains radical: it is a spectre that haunts
their rejection of it. Despite their softening of the radicalising potential of Euripides’
narrative of infanticide, the modern feminist Medeas bolster their politics through their
engagement with the variety and complexity of the discourses that form feminine
subjectivity. Although they could more compellingly and provocatively interrogate
specific discourses of maternity through an affirmation of the infanticide motif, feminist
Medeas, such as Tony Harrison’s Sex-War Opera, nonetheless enable an ongoing
conversation with the political effects of the competing and (now) shifting discourses of
feminine subjectivity. It is to this emancipatory project, and others like it, to which the
narrative of Euripides’ Medea owes its enduring appeal and ongoing reproduction in the
modern world.
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Ozet

Anaerkil Kotii Niyetin Feminist Politikasi:
Tony Harrison’in Medea: A Sex-War Opera (1985) Adh Eseri

Tony Harrison’in Medea: A Sex-War Opera (1985) adli eseri, Euripides’e ait
klasik kadin diismani anlati sablonunu bebek katili temsili yliziinden agikca kinar.
Euripides’in anlati gelenegine karsilik olarak Sex-War Opera, cinsiyet kazandirilmisg
anlatilar, sdylemler ve kadin diismanligmi ve toplumsal anlamda cinsel asimetriyi
devam ettiren kurumlarin elestirisini yapar. Kaldi ki, feminist sdyleme olan yakinliginin
yaninda, Sex War Opera’nin feminist siyaseti sinirlidir: siyasal projesini annelik bagin
yeniden iiretmektense onun dogallastirilmasini sorgulayarak daha radikal bir sekilde
gergeklestirmis olabilirdi. Bu makale, merkezde, farkina varmak, aciga ¢ikarmak ve
annelik baglar iizerine kurulu kiiltiirel mitleri elestirmek yoluyla; hem Euripides’in
metinlerinin radikal siyasal potansiyelinin hem de Medea anlatilarinin giiciiniin ve Bati
kiiltiirel hayal giicii izerindeki etkisinin takdir edilebilecegini ileri stirmektedir.



The Neglected Petry Repertoire:
An Alternative Witness in Country Place

Amy Lee

Ann Petry has an unusual status in the context of contemporary American
literature. When her first novel, The Street, appeared in 1946, she was hailed by some as
the female equivalent of Richard Wright because Lutie Johnson, the female protagonist
in the novel, echoes Thomas Bigger in her suffering from the same kind of oppressions
as depicted in The Native Son, yet it has made another landmark in black literature.'
Hernton wrote that “The Street was the first writing in which a black man is killed by a
black woman for being an unmitigated villain in the oppression of that woman” (59).
The successful rendering of a young black woman who unfortunately and mistakenly
believes in the American dream firmly establishes Ann Petry as a leading female writer
in the history of black protest novel which is regarded as the golden period of black
American literature in the 1940s. Petry, who started her writing career as a journalist,
wrote numerous short stories and two more novels. Her third novel, The Narrows,
which is a courageous pondering of an interracial relationship in the mid-twentieth
century America, is well-received by critics and readers as a whole. The depiction of a
romantic relationship between Camilo Williams Treadway, a white heiress, and Link, a
black orphan who grows up in the margins of the rich white American society, pushes
the frontier of black writing beyond the scope of immediate oppression, to include
complex issues relating to class and gender conflicts among and between the races. The
realistic descriptions in Ann Petry’s fictions have been highly praised as one of her
trademarks, reflecting an intelligent use of real-life materials gathered in her earlier
journalistic career.

Ann Petry’s second novel, Country Place (1947), however, does not receive as
much critical attention as her two other novels, and critics’ comments are usually less

! There has been a lot of discussion of Petry’s first novel, The Street (1946). While the plot
mirrors in many ways the fate of a black person living in the white American society in the 1940s,
using a woman as the main character is a new and daring move. The different biological identity
of the protagonist makes a lot of difference in terms of the problems addressed in the novel. It is
not just a matter of gender, but gender is closely related to class, and the presence of the race issue
creates new complications for the gender issue. Even the social environment means different
things for the two genders. The interrelationship of these factors has been discussed by the
following critics: Barrett, Lindon. Blackness and Value: Seeing Double. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999; Barry, Michael. “Same Train be Back Tomorrer”: Ann Petry’s The
Narrows and the Repetition of History.” MELUS, 24: 1, Spring 1999, 141-159; Clark, Keith. “A
Distaff Dream Deferred? Ann Perry and the Art of Subversion.” African American Review, 26:
3, Fall 1992, 495-505; Lenz, Gunter H. “Symbolic Space, Communal Rituals, and the Surreality
of The Urban Ghetto: Harlem in Black Literature From The 1920s to The 1960s.” Callaloo, 0:35,
Spring 1988, 309-345; Park, You-me and Gayle Wald. “Native Daughters in the Promised Land:
Gender, Race and the Question of Separate Spheres.” American Literature, 70: 3, September
1998, 607-633; Wade-Gayles, Gloria. No Crystal Stair: Visions of Race and Gender in Black
Women'’s Fiction, Revised and Updated. Ohio: The Pilgrim Press, 1997.
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adamant than those concerning the other two novels. Some critics regard Country Place
as artistically inferior to the other novels, and Alaine Locke writes in “A Critical
Retrospect of the literature of the Negro for 1947 that the novel:

for all its needle point competence, has neither the surge nor the social
significance of her first novel, The Street. Ann Petry has deeply studied and
carefully documented her setting, and it has the distinction of being an authentic
cross section of New England town life instead of a vignetted Harlem ghetto (7).

The carefully studied and rendered white setting and essentially white characters,
however, is not absolutely convincing to all readers. McDowell wrote in a footnote of
her article discussing The Narrows that “Country Place (1947), Petry’s second novel, is
not discussed here because it seems to me of lower quality than the first and third
novels.” (141) Some critics disapprove of the story of a non-black community, which
takes the novel out of the scope of protest literature which is seen as Petry’s own
territory. Nick Aaron Ford writes in “A Blueprint for Negro Authors” that Country
Place is inferior to The Street because it is “conjuring up vicarious experiences of a
white society with which [Petry] was not minutely familiar” (277). Black American
writers, especially in historic moments such as the 1940s, are stuck between a loyalty
towards the craft of writing and a social obligation to their racial origin.

Country Place is not without its admirers though, and for very different reasons.
In “The Forties: A decade of growth”, Charles Nichols, Jr. comments that black
American writers in the 1940s have gained new grounds in their art, one of which is a
widened exploration of the Negro experience, and “not only are these writers exploring
many more aspects of negro experience, but in such works as ... Country Place ... they
are not even primarily concerned with Negro life” (379). The plot’s major concern with
white setting and white characters is read as a sign of an improved craft because black
writers are not restricted to subjects relating to their immediate circle only. Similarly,
Arthur P. Davis writes in “Integration and Race Literature” that the advancement of
Negro writing can be seen from the fact that “another group of writers have elected to
show their awareness by avoiding the Negro character” (143). Robert A. Bone even
goes so far as to say that Country Place, with only marginal Negro characters, is “the
best of the assimilationist novels” (69 in Vernon E. Lattin).

Ann Petry herself, among debates as to the merits and the symbolic value of the
novel, claims that the reason of her writing is only because she “happened to have been
in a small town in Connecticut during a hurricane”.* If we take Petry’s word for the
reason of the composition, Country Place is very much an artistic product of an
impressive personal experience by a writer who has a gift of rendering a realistic
environment and characters, and using these realistic elements imaginatively. How
should one approach this second novel of a recognized talented writer who has gone on
to produce other great works after this? Are we to read this as a failed attempt to write
outside of her own immediate experience, or something readers have not allowed her to
do given the historical and cultural background?

While this paper is not trying to give a definitive evaluation of the novel, it is a
serious attempt to examine a critically neglected piece of work by an acclaimed writer.

2 Quoted in Interviews with Black Writers, ed. John O’Brien (New York: Liveright, 1974), p.161.
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The following discussion has two main aims. Firstly, the paper reads the novel in the
context of Petry’s more famous output, to note the novel as committed to criticizing the
social and political situations of the 1940s American society. Secondly, the novel’s
deviation in form, characterization and style from Petry’s two more famous novels is
seen as an experiment with alternative ways to achieve the goals of protest literature in
its 1940s tradition. The use, for example, of a single narrator’s voice who is seemingly
unrelated to the drama of human conflicts, frames the narrative as a piece of oral history
now documented for posterity’s pondering. A first person narrator adds subjectivity to
the way the story is perceived, but it also gives it weight through the actual narration.
Telling the story to the readers directly like this transforms the story from an incident in
memory into part of social history.

Country Place refers to a small town Lennox, Connecticut, in New England in
the 1940s after the war. When the narrator, a local drugstore owner of the name of
Fraser, introduces the events of the story, he calls Lennox “a quiet place, a country
place” (6) which is positioned at the point where the river pours itself to the Long Island
Sound. The country place here is thus a quality of the town Lennox, and this quality has
much to do with the kind of events that take place among the characters. Every summer,
people from the city come to stay in this village and depart in September when summer
is over, leaving Lennox “to all appearances, a quiet, sleepy village” (7). Just as Fraser is
about to introduce the main characters and unfold the story, he adds as a note of
explanation: “I say to all appearances because wheresoever men dwell there is always a
vein of violence running under the surface quiet” (7). The location of the events,
therefore, is not just a setting for fates and experiences to unfold, but it is also an active
participant in the creation of the whole drama of human life.

The significance of the locale in Ann Petry’s novels is a familiar feature to her
readers. The Street is not just the physical entity of the 116™ street where Lutie Johnson
and her son live, but also a symbolic presence which embodies the social, cultural,
economic and gender oppression under which Lutie is suffering. The Street has its own
militia of sex-starved black and white men who prey on powerless young black women;
white men who survive on exploiting black labor; black men and women who are
crushed by the economic frustration; and black children who either turn into criminals
or broken cowards because the Street takes away their family. The Narrows, Petry’s
third novel, shares a similar double identity as the physical environment at which the
majority of the events take place, as well as a symbolically liminal space where the two
binary opposites, in terms of race, economic status, gender, and truth, encounter. Link
and Camilo, Abbie and Bill, Powther and Mamie, Jubine and Bullock all play out their
stories in the realm and under the powers of the Narrows. Fraser says that his record of
events contains “something of life and something of death, for both are to be found in a
country place” (7). In Petry’s fictional world, it is in the nature of the place which
actively gives birth to certain stories.

Physical locations apart, characters in the novels, black and white alike, are
inevitably dwarfed beside the absolute control of great Nature. At the beginning of the
The Street, even before the introduction of the main protagonist Lutie Johnson, a great
wind sweeps across the whole street, seeps through cracks and openings into the
crowded flats, and overwhelms not only the physical environment, but also sets the
dominating mood of the entire novel. The wind literally renders Lutie blind to the



132 Interactions

reality surrounding her, and stirs up a host of passions, dreams and illusions which fuel
the development of the events. The fog, which veils the real identity of Camilo
Treadway when she first meets Link, is similarly crucial in the later revelation of the
conflicts among characters, and plays a central role in all moments of dramatic
importance. The fog at Monmouth not only makes it difficult for characters to see
clearly and act wisely, but it also renders the portrayal of the truth almost impossible
without a great price. Natural phenomena are elicited to help in the representation of
symbolic truths and conflicts.

The quiet Country Place also shows its true colors because of a storm. As Fraser
remarks in his introduction of the story, Lennox awakens out of the usual quietude after
the outrageous weather change. The storm not only physically uproots trees and
destroys houses, but its underlying current stirs up hidden desires, anger, and frustration
which accumulate an explosion of rage, resulting in deaths, losses, and disillusionment.
Regarding the aftermath of the storm, Fraser remarks that “most of these things would
have happened, anyway, but because of the storm they took place sooner than they
normally would have” (7). The storm, to which Ann Petry attributes the original idea of
her second novel, assumes the role of a direct agent in unleashing the power of the
characters’ internal feelings and desires. Lil’s desire and the actual execution of her
murder plan, Glory’s dream of fulfilling her erotic desire with Ed, Johnnie’s
determination to find out and face the truth of his marriage, as well as Weasel’s
anticipation of the burst of the bubble, are all carried to their finale with the additional
force of the storm. Viewed as such, the characters in Country Place share the same role
with other characters in her other novels, as puppets in the context of the social
environment, and powerless in the midst of nature. Human fate is very much a result of
social environment.

Against the inevitable and unavoidable forces of nature and environment, Ann
Petry’s novels also show the human efforts to counteract these overwhelming
impositions on human destiny. In The Street, in spite of the penetrating wind and the
evil forces of corruption and despair in her society, Lutie still fights to get a decent
place for herself and her son Bub, believing that a private flat, no matter how crowded,
can take them away from the contaminating Street and bring them closer to her ideal of
a decent middle class life. Min, however, puts her faith in a piece of gigantic furniture,
believing that her security is to be found when she can locate an accommodation for her
big table. Abbie Crunch in The Narrows keeps a careful watch over her house to make
sure that the doorknob will shine and the kitchen does not smell of cooking because this
is her way of counteracting discrimination against Negros. Her house is her castle where
she asserts her identity as equally, if not more, decent than ordinary middle class white
people. Obviously Malcolm Powther, the black butler of the Treadway family, also
shares this mentality, and approves of Abbie’s effort.

In Lennox, the most easily recognized construction is the Gramby House, the
family seat of the wealthiest family, the Grambys. Although Fraser was born and raised
in Lennox, he is also puzzled about the status of the house. He muses in the narrative:

It is called the Gramby House, never the Grambys’ house. I do not know why.
Perhaps because it is the largest house in Lennox; or because it is the only brick
house; or possibly because its occupants, Mrs. Gramby and her son, Mearns,
were the town’s wealthiest citizens (6).
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The imposing Gramby House is not only the landmark of the small town in terms of its
stature, but it is also a symbolic expression of the wishes of the people in the town. Old
Mrs. Gramby and Mearns are both mentally leading a “still-life”, both pretending that
the change of times has not touched their lives. The determination to hold the movement
of time can easily be seen in Mrs. Gramby’s action regarding the cats. Not only are they
all named Leon, but with each death a similar one is sought to replace the dead one, as if
the three cats have eternal lives. As for Mearns, although he is a grown man, his mental
and emotional reliance on his mother makes him no different from an eight-year-old
boy. The unchanging appearance of the Gramby House, however, is only an illusion the
characters seize to fight the desperate battle against the changing times.

Amidst the powerful forces of the physical and cultural nature, and the desperate
fight put up by the trivial human beings, what have been occurring again and again are
the dreaming and the disillusionment of the individuals in all three of Ann Petry’s
novels. Lutie Johnson shapes her dreams around the American ideal drawn by the
example of Franklin, goes on to confront all hurdles in her way with blind courage and
misplaced faith. But her “futile attempts to escape the poverty of New York’s inner city
provides the most startling example of the corrosive effects of racism and poverty on the
human psyche” (854), only to be disappointed and destroyed when she realizes too late
that her destiny is not included in the American dream, as summarized by Henderson in
her article about black women’s identity. Other characters, despite their experiences, are
all under illusions of some kind. Even Mrs. Hedges, who has successfully turned her
disadvantages into her assets and leads a comfortable life in The Street, is still under the
illusion that the love of a man is to be the target of her life. Junto, the white master of
the underground world in Harlem, stubbornly believes in the myth of the black whore,
and that money is the all possible means to arrive at his end. The oppressors and the
oppressed in The Street are all winding around the little finger of some kind of dreams,
whose nature is by definition deceptive.

Petry has used these dreams of riches to portray the desperate need of a sense of
worth and individuality in each of her characters. Every one suffers an emptiness which
seems to be an inherent part of that society so that they need to hold onto some objects
for identification. In The Narrows, Abbie’s strict moral standard comes from her belief
that she has a mission to represent her kind, in behaving and living more decently than
the middle class white Americans, so as to uphold the dignity of her race. What she
does not understand, or refuses to see, is the degree of corruption and decadence among
the “respectable” white people, who moreover will never recognize what she is
struggling to assert. Similarly Powther pays a heavy price in adopting his rich
employers’ value system in choosing his life partner. Camilo and Link may be tempted
by the romantic idea of assimilation between different identities regarding race, class,
and culture, but in their subconscious they are nonetheless very much a product of the
values prevailing in The Narrows. Even Bullock, the chief editor of the Monmouth
Chronicle, cannot escape the trap of self-deception, although he wants to preserve the
appearance of truthfully reporting the real life of his society.

In Country Place, the disillusionment suffered by the Lennox inhabitants takes
on an additional significance compared to the characters’ experiences in The Street and
The Narrows. Lutie’s naive faith in and final betrayal by the American dream, and
Link’s being sold out by his colour, are disappointments easily recognized as owing to
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their racial identity. Yet with every advantage over the Negro characters, the white
community in Lennox still cannot escape from the sometimes fatal illusion. Johnnie the
returning war hero finds his home a betrayed dream and his marriage a great lie. Glory
finds in dismay that marriage and even the transgressive romantic relationship does not
give her the freedom she seeks. Lil’s scheming does not bring her the desired romance
or a life of luxury. Ed Barrell, the local Don Juan, cannot achieve his dream of eternal
youth even when he manages to court local women one by one. Even Old Mrs. Gramby,
with her strict rules and discipline, fails to freeze time and change, and has to watch
helplessly the extinction of the family name. In Country Place, Petry shows only too
clearly that disappointment in life is not a condition restricted to a particular race, but an
almost universal experience in the culture. It is a feature of the American culture to let
its believers down, in spite of their race, gender and class.

Thus it is in a similar use of an overriding imagery, the symbolic significance of
a physical space, and a common theme extending throughout the novels of Ann Petry
that we can position Country Place firmly within Petry’s repertoire. The locale, which
has an overwhelming impact on the fate of the individual characters, has always been an
equally active force on plot movement and thematic development in her novels. At the
same time, the extent of nature’s intervention in her stories symbolizes the current of
human desires and fears underneath the seemingly polite and civilized society, when it
also points out the helplessness and passivity of human endeavours. These framing
similarities with her other novels are perhaps the reason why some critics endorse
Country Place as an assimilationist novel even though all the major characters are white
and the community is white.

Yet Country Place is more than just another social critique in the line of her two
other novels. The idiosyncratic features of this essentially “white” novel have posed
other possibilities. While The Street and The Narrows adopt the documentary-type of
portrayals in terms of the events and the characterization, Country Place orients towards
a sensational murder story type of narrative. This murder story narrative framework
immediately calls to mind features of an established genre, among which are the special
role of the narrator and the ideological position of the narration. Readers relate
differently to a narrative if it is told by the recorder of a solved crime, for the reader-
narrator relationship formed is one of total dependence.’ In Country Place, Fraser as
the trustworthy narrator has given the narrative authority as official history of human
life.

Doc Fraser secures the readers’ trust very much in the tradition of Arthur Conan
Doyle’s or Agatha Christie’s famous detective partners - Sherlock Holmes and Dr.
Watson, and Hercule Poirot and Captain Hastings. Dr. Watson and Captain Hastings

? The readers’ total reliance on the narrator of crime fiction is an unwritten agreement. The whole
genre of detective fiction builds upon this total acceptance of what the narrator reveals to the
readers in the course of unfolding the crime. Failure to observe this convention results in either
badly written, unconvincing crime fiction, or an exceptionally brilliant trick of the readers.
Agatha Christie, one of the most famous British detective fiction writers, makes her name in 1926
by a brilliant violation of this agreement. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is told by a first person
narrator, a doctor, who turns out to be the murderer himself. Decades after its publication, critics
and detective fiction fans are still examining the genius with which the writer achieves the
deception.
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usually act as the official recorder of their detective friend’s successes, for they
themselves are also involved in the investigation. Watson and Hastings are partners of
the detectives who are inevitably biased in their narration, as they make personal
comments during the investigation; though in fact a great deal of the joy in reading the
stories comes from this intimacy between the partners. Doc Fraser, in a similar vein,
imparts to us his familial root in Lennox, as well as his close connection with all the
major characters in the story right at the beginning of his narration. Information he
considers necessary for the readers to establish an impression of the narrator includes:
“his age, where he was born, whether he be short or tall or fat or thin” (5). For very
fairly he goes on to say that “fat men do not write the same kind of books that thin men
write; the point of view of tall men is unlike that of short men” (5).

Once started with this note of frankness and reason, Fraser virtually takes the
readers into his confidence. He even makes a confession about his personal bias against
the female sex, be it human or feline; though ironically in the same breathe he reveals
that he is devoted to his “partner” in the drugstore, a female cat called Banana. At this
point in the narrative, readers of detective fiction may find themselves in the familiar
space of the involved narrator trying to report what has already taken place, at the same
time warning the readers that he might not be as objective as he wants to. The difference
in this set up, however, is the partnership. Instead of the bohemian Sherlock Holmes or
the funny foreigner Hercule Poirot, an altogether different species has taken her place
beside the faithful narrator of the events. Banana is more than just a pet for a lonely old
man, for even without the ability to use words, her attitude towards the characters finds
a presence in the narrative penned by Fraser. Besides, just like the famous detectives,
Banana comes out of the events miraculously untouched, and continues to eye the
fallible humans from her transcendental position. Banana’s status as a cat and an
authoritative commentator of the human condition fits well into Petry’s repertoire. And
in this case, her Otherness from these white human beings gives her a special position
as an Other that can observe and not be observed, reversing the position of the
mainstream white and the Other black.

Felines have always been a personal mark of Petry’s writing, be it short stories,
novels, or even youth fiction. Harris remarked that in Tituba of Salem Villiage, cats are
regarded as “authoritative evidence against the women who would be kind to them”
(113), an agent of the devil or his reincarnation, probably something to do with the
piercing feline gaze. One of the cliché ways to tell the identity of a witch during the
Salem events is to see if the person is in communication with that animal or not. In
Petry’s novel, Tituba the black slave who is marginalized and oppressed in the New
England white community finds companionship in a cat. This, however, adds to her
culpability for she is seen to be closer to an animal than a human being. The absurdity
of this incrimination surely points to the deep racism existing not only in the
seventeenth century witch hunt but which is still prevalent in the twentieth century
America. The companionship offered by the cat to Tituba, and its insight into the danger
of human prejudice, puts the cat in a much more “human” position than many of the
human characters in the story, black or white.

The feline has been used for different purposes in Petry’s writing. In her famous
short story, “Miss Muriel”, the old shoemaker Mr. Bemish owns an intelligent cat, May-
a-ling. The narrator likes this responsive cat, and together, they form a strange alliance
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as they witness this reversed discrimination: the white Mr. Bemish being marginalized
and actually expelled from a black community. The neutrality of the cat echoes the
neutrality of the girl-narrator, giving them both a transcendental position in reading the
reality. In The Narrows, the complex themes and structure also grant the feline identity
an additional mythical dimension. Jimmy, an erotically hyperactive handicap who
haunts the dock and scares women off, is given the nickname of the Cat; and Link
during unhappy moments of his relationship with Camilo decks her with vicious and
selfish qualities supposedly of a cat. It is interesting that in both these cases, it is not a
real animal which the characters are referring to, but only an impression prevalent in
their cultural environment. The (mis)conception of the cat-like qualities is but another
illusion people blindly embrace under the influence of their culture.

In Country Place, feline presence reaches a new height of variety and centrality.
The number of feline characters makes it impossible to ignore their metaphoric and
symbolic significance in this seemingly straightforward story of love and hate, life and
death. While some critics refer to this novel about white characters and white
community life as inferior to other of Petry’s more obvious successes, I think that the
manipulation of the feline characters has created an interesting dimension to the
narrative from which to understand the significance of the essentially “white” story.
Beginning with the first page of the novel, cats have taken control of the non-verbal
narrative, and rendered their insights and opinion known through Doc Fraser’s
narration. Without the need to say a thing, Banana the mother cat, the nameless black
cat which dashes out into the road when Johnnie Roane comes home, and the numerous
tomcats which all bear the name of Leon, make the narrative of Country Place what it
is. Although on paper it is Doc Fraser the old drugstore owner who pens the book,
Banana and the other cats in the narrative have all become powerful outsiders who have
arole to play in the construction of this piece of human history.

Like many other detective stories, Country Place operates on a double time
scale. On the one hand there is the narrative present when Doc Fraser is recalling the
events already happened and choosing important details to relate in this report. After
this outer frame, the story proper begins when the plot-present takes over, in this case
the return of Johnnie Roane to Lennox after four years at the front. Hoping to give a
surprise to his wife and his parents, he decides to take a taxi and walk into his home
unannounced. Unfortunately, before he sees his folks, a shadow is cast over his return
by the appearance and the accidental death of the black cat under the wheels: “The cat
was flattened in the road, smashed into flat, black fur and dark red blood. The blotches
of blood seemed to increase in size as [Johnnie] looked” (18). After four years of
fighting for the glory of the American ideal, what welcomes Johnnie home is not the
“Glory” he thinks he deserves, but a cruel sign to tell him that his ideal of glory is
tainted with black people’s blood. At both levels of the narration, the cat is instrumental
in laying down the emotional content of the events.

Even before the revelation of the incidents to follow, no reader will imagine that
the story heralded by the blood of the black cat is to be a happy one. The choice of a cat
evokes other values assumed to be feline: jealousy, desire, uncontrolled emotions,
ruthlessness, cool scheming, and indifference. The squashed body of the black cat is
also an announcement of the nature of the human story to follow, which at different
stages of development is to be commented by the silent but gazing felines which are the
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Other in this human society. Whenever Banana sees The Weasel, “her tail swells to
twice its normal size and she swats at him with her claws unsheathed” (5) because she
has a personal dislike of the man. Banana’s dislike of The Weasel, as well as her
indifference to showing it in public, has been accepted by Fraser unquestionably,
justifying the authority of this Other over human matters.

The Gramby cats are similarly endowed with the authority to comment on the
human condition and a freedom to express their opinions openly. When Glory goes to
see her mother, Lil, who is married to Mearns and living in the Gramby House, we
come face to face with the cats’ eerie power of understanding:

One of the cats jumped down from the sofa, landing on the floor with a thump
that started [Glory]. She’d get rid of those devilish cats, too. They were always
making sudden, uncanny movements. It was easy to believe that this one had read
her thoughts and was protesting against change of any kind (48).

Not only does guilty Glory feel the sharp gazes of the cats, even the cool-headed Lil
“lowered her voice and did not look toward the cats™ (48) as she voices her discontent
about her mother-in-law and the place. It is also interesting to see that the cat’s dislike
of Glory and Lil comes from its disapproval of “change of any kind”, which is speaking
old Mrs. Gramby’s words from the heart.

The Leons’ human-like understanding and judgment is evident not only in their
dislike of intruders into the Gramby family, but also in their ability to “see” justice
done. On the night when old Mrs. Gramby is supposed to die from too much chocolate
and no insulin, Lil returns home late to see that the old lady has been saved in time and
her plan falls through. Utterly crushed, she hides in her own room, afraid to face anyone
because her intention is only too clear. Leon III, as usual, wants to get in, and won’t
have mercy on her even on this night of disappointment and failure:

The cat yowled, making a sound so loud and so unpleasant that she covered her
ears with her hands. He would probably howl outside the door for hours. She
uncovered her ears to listen. His cry was outraged, as though he were possessed
of a malicious human intelligence (173).

While the human beings downstairs cannot do anything about Lil’s attempted murder
though they know of her intention, the cat in his way haunts her and reminds her of the
monumental resistance within the four walls of the Gramby House. For the Leons are
not simply pets of an old lady, their presence manifests a psychological drama involving
the depths of human wishes.

Old Mrs. Gramby’s keeping up the same number of tiger-striped cats as during
the time before Old Mr. Gramby’s death to pretend that things have been the same
applies to her treatment of Mearns, her son, too. Mearns marries Lil only in his late 40s,
and it is not a happy marriage not only because Lil and his mother do not get along,
Mearns and Lil are sexually incongruent. Mearns is his mother’s boy and has never
outgrown the oedipal stage: we might even believe that Lil’s affair with Ed has to do
with Mearns’ sexual repression. In the old lady’s mind, Mearns and the cats are but the
same thing, a symbol of her wishes to live in the ever present past. Every night, the cats
are to sleep with Mearns, and in the old lady’s will, the cats are to be given to Mearns;
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as both of them are ploys to her impossible dream. Compared to the human beings, the
cats are the mark of reality and real living beings.

The death of the old lady and the infamous Don Juan Ed Barrell brings the
curtain down to a series of intensive and passionate human drama. Some of them are
badly scotched; some of them learn a lesson and will be able to move on wiser. On the
whole, this drama which is prologued by the blood of the black cat and ends with a
blessing to Banana, sweeps through the human community with devastation and pain.
The unfaithful wives are punished, the lover is condemned and even the Weasel goes
through a pretty hard time because of his irresponsibility. Those who can go on awake
from their long dream and have to face the harsh reality. The murder which is the
culmination of discontent and jealousy purges the community of its deep-rooted
corruption and brings a possibility of new life. In the midst of this human tragedy, the
only untouched party is the clear-eyed Banana who inhabits the central position of the
drugstore, who is there to witness all and yet emerge clean and promising new life to
come. The Weasel’s final blessing, “a [sic] easy time when she has her next batch of
kittens” (190) is perhaps the best indication of the cat’s transcendental existence in this
narrative.

As a friend of human beings, a witness to the dramatic performances of human
desires, and moreover a neutral commentator on the fallible human decisions, cats in
Country Place have moved beyond their physical existence in the narrative, and become
an attitude from a higher consciousness. Examined in the context of other of Petry’s
works, one may see these cats as the representation of the Other, but in this case the
Other who have the power to observe and to remark on what they have seen. The cats,
noted as the familiar of witches, or children’s companion in other of Petry’s stories,
have become the Other who are striking back, revealing the emptiness of the white
American culture.

For those who think that this second novel is a failed attempt to write about a
white community and white personalities, a reconsideration of the feline presence may
help to create a different perspective. Far from a thwarted realistic narrative, the
detective story framework, the first person “objective” narrator, and the feline witnesses
have all come together to create an idiosyncratic marginal space to view a universal
human drama. The cats, taking up a marginal yet commanding position, remind us of
the marginal hand and voice of the black female writer.
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Ozet
Gozardi Edilmis Petry Repertuari: Country Place’de Alternatif Bir Tamk

Ann Petry’nin ilk romani, The Street, 1946 da yaymlandiginda, siyahi protest
edebiyatinda bir kadin gelenegi olusturdugu icin sevingle karsilandi zira Amerikan
toplumunda siyah deneyiminin temsilinde bir mihenk tas1 olan Native Son (1940)
romaninin erkek kahramaninin deneyimini yansitiyordu. Petry bundan bagka iki roman,
birkag genglik Oykiisii ve bir kisa dykii seckisi yazdi. Eserlerine dair dvgiilerin biiyiik
kismi Petry’nin ger¢eke¢i karakter orglisii ve kadin kahramanlarmin iginde birer birey
olarak kalma miicadelesi verdigi acimasiz toplumsal, politik ve ekonomik kosullarini
dile getirmedeki cesareti {lizerine yogunlagmstir. Petry, toplumsal cinsiyetin 6neminin
de altim1 ¢izerek ayrimcilik iizerine kurulu bir toplumun hastaliklarina dair oldukga
kapsamli bir sorgulamaya girismistir.

Bununla birlikte, Petry’nin repertuar1 arasinda, belirgin bir sekilde géz ardi
edilmesi ile dikkati geken bir metin vardir. Tkinci romam, Country Place (1947), nadiren
incelenmistir ve Petry’nin ulagsmak istedigi hedefler baglaminda, muhtemelen 6ykii
tamamen beyazlar lizerine kuruldugu igin, genel anlamda bir basarisizlik olarak
degerlendirilmigtir. Bu makale, bu géz ardi edilmis roman: tartigmakta ve diger metinler
ile benzerliklerini ortaya ¢ikarmak ve yazarin sahsina has 6zelliklerini anlamak amaci
ile de genel anlamda yazarin ¢aligmalar1 baglaminda bir yere oturtmayi amaglamaktadir.
Beyazlardan olusan bir karakter kadrosunu kullanmanin aslinda kurgusal evrende beyaz
ve siyahlarin iktidar pozisyonlarini tersine gevirme ve bdylece de Oteki’nin bir kez
olsun bu calismanin merkezinde yer alan beyaz toplum {izerine fikirlerini ortaya
koyabilme ve yorum yapabilmesi yoniinde bir ¢aba oldugu diistiniilmektedir.






Paedophile Cultures:
Child Sexual Abuse and Constructions of the Paedophile
in British and American Culture

C. Jason Lee

Definitions, difficulties and debates

This article examines child sexual abuse in a cross-cultural context. Various
scholars, most notably James Kincaid, have explained how paedophiles epitomise the
deformed monster who we must construct in order to have a sense of ourselves as the
normal. Paradoxically, this extreme form of otherness in many ways defines who we are
and is at the centre of discourse and what we define as normal. Before I begin an
analysis of the key debates, we first need to define and examine what the monstrous, the
paedophile, in this context is perceived to be. Paedophile literally means child love and
it has been used to describe men and women who exhibit sexual arousal towards pre-
pubescent children. The term itself is unhelpful because it may give an individual an
identity, a group of personal characteristics to latch onto, potentially increasing
paedophilia. Not everyone who sexually abuses a child is a paedophile and a paedophile
may not molest children (Wyre, 2002: 49). By labelling an abuser a psychopath or
paedophile we are to some extent excusing the behaviour as merely something that
needs treatment, deeming the abuse beyond the responsibility of the abuser (Hall and
Lloyd, 1993). Detective Chief Inspector Bob McLachlan, head of the Paedophile Unit at
New Scotland Yard London, explains the paedophile as the quintessential monster: the
‘word ‘paedophile’ symbolises the monster in men’ (Long and McLachlan, 2002: 76).
In reality there are in existence paedophilias rather than paedophilia. Brian Taylor finds
eight categories, some drawing distinctions between paedophiles (those interested in
pre-pubertal sex partners), pederasts (those interested in boys), and ephobophiles (those
interested in sex with adolescents, also known as hebephilia). Primarily the emphasis is
on looking, not rape (Weeks, 1985: 228). Popularly, paedophilia is paedophilia, the
monstrous. Any differences are denied and detailed thought on the subject, like the
reality itself, is anathema. As Steven Angelides illustrates, there are no subspecies of the
human animal that can be categorised according to behaviours and desires for these do
not equal identity. Importantly, as Angelides puts it, with paedophilia we are confronted
with the limits of our epistemology of identity. Normalised cultural constructions of
male sexuality in terms of conquest and domination and infantilisation of the female are
consistent with adult male sexual desire for children, so when examining ‘deviance’ we
need to ask what exactly is the deviation from? (Angelides, 2004).

According to David Finkelhor, the most cited expert in the field during the 1980s
and early 1990s, ‘sexual victimisation’ of children takes place when there is a sexual
encounter between children under the age of 13 with a person at least five years their
senior and encounters of children 13 to 16 with persons at least 10 years older (Weeks,
1985: 5). We might want to question the specificity of Finkelhor’s age range. With the
rapid growth both in information technology and in advocating the rights of children the
definitions have shifted. The Department of Health in the UK at the beginning of the
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twenty first century defined child sexual abuse as involving, “forcing or enticing a child
or young person to take part in sexual activities, whether or not the child is aware of
what is happening”. Here the absence of a specific age range means we do not have the
problem of Finkelhor’s definition, but we now have problems over the lack of
specificity: what is meant by ‘enticing’, ‘young person’ and ‘sexual activities’? “The
activities may involve physical contact, including penetrative (e.g. rape or buggery) and
non-penetrative acts”. The definition then moves straight onto the image. “They may
include non-contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or in the
production of, pornographic material or watching sexual activities or encouraging
children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways” (Corby, 2000: 77).

We encounter a plethora of problems when we try and establish what child
sexual abuse is and try to counteract it. Brian Fraser, former Executive Director of the
National Committee for the Prevention of Child Abuse in the US, lists the following:
there is an almost limitless range of possible activities, so how can we legislate against
the limitless; it is often difficult to distinguish between levels of affection, the question
being what is appropriate and what is not; often the intent of the perpetrator is difficult
to ascertain; there is the ongoing debate concerning the trauma from certain types of
abuse; young people are increasingly sexually active, particularly in the 13 to 18 age
category; and often the terminology used in the law and the categories are vague
(Fraser, 1981: 72). In 1998, forensic psychiatrist Don Grubin placed the number of
children sexually abused in England and Wales at between 3,500 and 72,600 (Silverman
and Wilson, 2002: 21). Just as defining what child sexual abuse is leads to problems, the
true extent of child sexual abuse will always be a sketchy estimate.

John Silverman and David Wilson propose paedophilia to be child sexual abuse
outside the family, with paedophilia being erotic arousal on the part of a physically
mature adult to pre-pubertal children or to a child in the early stages of pubertal
development (Silverman and Wilson, 2002: 31). This diagnostic definition of
paedophilia as the act or fantasy of engaging in sexual activity with pre-pubertal
children outside the family as a “preferred or exclusive method of achieving sexual
excitement” is not supported by the research, with those involved in incest also abusing
non-family children (Itzin, 2002: 89). The 1990s was a period that saw a drop by 31 per
cent in convictions in the UK. This was due to variations in record keeping from one
force to another, the withdrawal or downgrading of charges for evidential reasons and
the allegations being dealt with outside the criminal justice process (Silverman and
Wilson, 2002: 20). We see that after the main panic over paedophilia during the 1980s
there was a fall in convictions yet panic over paedophiles still dominates, particularly
with regards to the Internet. Children can of course be exploited on the Internet and
groomed by paedophiles into meeting them but research by the Cyber Research Unit at
the University of Central Lancashire claims that the majority of children report positive
experiences of face-to-face meetings and typically children report meeting up with peers
(O’Connoll et al, 2004).

Research based on 19 studies in the USA and Canada since 1980 and published
in 1994 (the period that saw a backlash against claims of child sexual abuse) found rates
of adult claims of being sexually abused as a child ranging from 6 to 62 per cent for
females and 3 to 16 per cent for males. This research concluded that a prevalence rate of
20 per cent for women and between 5 and 10 per cent for males was statistically
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reasonable. Variations were possibly due to: the lack of a standard definition of abuse or
upper age limit (from 15 to 18); absence of agreement over the age difference between
abuser and abused; different sample selections; and different forms of data collection,
with face-to-face interviews eliciting a higher incidence rate (Corby, 2000: 96). Abuse
of boys occurs more than is popularly acknowledged, and men are possibly less likely to
admit they have been abused, but in the main child sexual abuse is of girls by men.
Research in 21 countries found child sexual abuse histories in at least 7 per cent of
females and 3 per cent of men, ranging up to 36 per cent of women in Australia and 29
per cent of men in South Africa (Corby, 2000: 99). According to one report, in South
Africa 60 children a day are raped, some less than a year old (Morton, 2004: 1).
International child sex tourism has only recently been taken seriously, and it was only in
1997, with the enacting of Part 2 of the Sex Offenders Act, that British citizens could be
put on trial in the UK for child sexual abuse crimes committed abroad (Long and
McLachlan, 2002).

Child sexual abuse is not on the fringes of civilisation, being a significant
component of numerous societies but we need to be cautious how we interpret these
statistics. Some of the difficulties have already been pointed out here. Although there is
increasing scientific accuracy in gathering statistics, they are manipulated in the manner
in which they are produced and interpreting the implications of the results is becoming
more complex with an ongoing blurring of adulthood and childhood. Increased sexual
activity of children has made it harder to distinguish what exactly sexually abuse is or to
define what a child is. The prototype of sexual abuse in the 1970s was incest and this
enlarged in the 1980s to include the varying degrees of childhood sexual contacts with
older persons, date rape, and sexual harassment in adolescence and adulthood, with
meanings and differences ignored in the unifying term known as survivorship. Wendy
Maltz claimed the figure of 30 to 40 per cent for victims of child sexual abuse to be
conservative and, as it became emblematic of the oppression of women generally,
estimates should be just under 100 per cent (Haaken, 1998: 127). Of course, there are
deep problems in ignoring differences in types and levels of abuse and with bracketing
everything under the label of survivorship.

Reasons for the cry of abuse

I agree with the feminist approach that sees issues concerning masculinity at the
core of any explanation of child sexual abuse. Most experts concur with the view that
child sexual abuse is directly related to the socialisation of men (La Fontaine 1990:
105). Feminist and psychologist Janice Haaken has convincingly argued that the incest
story became a unifying myth in the feminist movement in the 1980s and 1990s, not
merely because daughters revelled in victimhood, as many have maintained, but due to
rage at the father. The word myth here does not mean the opposite of truth, just that
truth contains more than fact, with its meaning in “a larger world of forces” (Haaken,
2003: 90). This has a mystical tinge to it but any such notion within Haaken’s
psychoanalytic belief system is regressive.

Writing in the first half of the 1990s in America, for Carol Tavris child sexual
abuse stories crystallised society’s anxieties about the vulnerability of children, the
changing roles of women, and the norms of sexuality. Child sexual abuse provides “a
clearer focus than such vague enemies as ‘the system’, sexism, deadening work ...
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‘sexual abuse’ is a metaphor for all that is wrong” (Ofshe and Watters, 1996: 11). She
was vehemently condemned as a monstrous molester herself for merely uttering such
things (Showalter, 1997: 157). As Haaken explains, patients and therapists became
convinced that the source of female disturbances lay in forgotten childhood trauma,
with primal scenes of sexual violence and graphic images of family barbarism giving
way to stories of child sex abuse rings and satanic rituals (Haaken, 1998: 3). Between
1989 and 1993 numerous books and articles were written in the US and UK supporting
allegations of ritual abuse but research indicated there was no evidence of organised
ritual abuse of this nature (La Fontaine, 1998: 164). Elizabeth Loftus, one of the most
high profile experts on false memory, comprehensively dismisses recovered memory
claims and the belief that incest and molestation are central to female experience
(Loftus and Ketcham, 1994: 142). Clearly false memory is such a contentious area more
empirical work needs to be carried out in this field. More balanced work in the US
points to the desperate need for certainty on both sides of the recovered/false memory
spectrum (Pope and Brown, 1998). With the malleability of memory this certainty is
illusory.

Elaine Showalter controversially analyses chronic fatigue syndrome, gulf war
syndrome, recovered memory, multiple personality syndrome, satanic ritual abuse, and
alien abduction, collectively (1997). For Showalter women throughout history suffered
from hysterical symptoms and still do because they, like men, convert feelings into
symptoms, when speaking is impossible due to shame, guilt, or helplessness. Women do
not make these stories up intentionally to deceive, but they need to establish an identity,
work out anger, or respond to cultural pressure. In his later book Erotic Innocence- The
Culture of Child Molesting (1998), James Kincaid argues the common belief is that
millions of adults find children so attractive they will do anything to entice them, with
questions of race, gender and class being removed in the ‘pure’ desired child. Kincaid
wrongly claims that adults and children do not exist (251), in that while the positioning
of adulthood and childhood has a cultural context, this ignores biology. We may
question what exactly makes a human being an adult but the onset of puberty is a
biological phenomenon influenced by the cultural, social and historical. Writing in an
American context, problematically, for Kincaid all men desire a certain type of child.
While Kincaid’s arguments are convincing, what we are dealing with here is more than
a mere Freudian form of repression, or in more popular terms ‘denial’. Kincaid claims
simultaneously that children do not exist and that ‘child abuse is an epidemic and
memory holds the key’ (244). Due to the malleability of memory it can never hold the
key. By proclaiming child sexual abuse to be an epidemic he promotes the myth of the
all-powerful unstoppable prevalent paedophile, a myth that this article seeks to expose.

For Jean Baudrillard the western world was promised paradise on earth by
commercial industrialism. Baudrillard explained, this was “detailed in the Hollywood
Myth that replaced the paradise in heaven of the Christian myth. And now psychology
must replace them both with the myth of paradise through self-knowledge” (Baudrillard,
1993: 271). This powerful myth encourages and encapsulates the hunt for and invention
of memories for we find that ontologically and epistemologically there is the promotion
of the myth that the truth lies within. Richard Ofshe and Ethan Watters make the salient
point that metaphors do speak the truth but are not the truth themselves (12). The fear
and cry of chid sexual abuse, a very real phenomenon in the 1980s and early 1990s, may
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point to something other than its literal meaning. An obsession with the inner child,
often an abused voiceless child, began in the 1960s. This, added to developments in
surveillance technology in the 1970s, and the immense popularity of confessional
television shows in the 1980 and 1990s, led to the notion that all that is hidden must be
revealed. This is society’s ‘wound culture’, part of the American public’s fascination
with violently torn and opened private bodies and torn and open psyches (Seltzer, 2000:
100). Following the development of so-called ‘truth drugs’ for use with traumatised
soldiers during the 1940s in the UK, the notion that the mind contained everything that
had happened to the individual, and that this could be fully accessed, became
widespread. Even into the 1970s ‘truth drugs’ were being used to gain convictions in
criminal trials, causing serious miscarriages of justice. Within the recovered memory
movement that began in the US in the 1980s there is the assumption that human
memory is identical to that of machines. Given the rising dominance of computer
technology since the 1970s, the fact that such an idea took hold is unsurprising.

With the proliferation of film and video technology the mind and body became
compared to a machine. As Ofshe and Watters make clear, failure to recall details is
explained as either due to using inaccurate recall techniques or a malfunction
mechanism in the brain that “wilfully denies access to that information” (37). Some
therapists, and therefore their clients, hold the view that repression due to child sexual
abuse must have occurred if it cannot be remembered. According to this belief system,
unless one has remembered abuse then one is living in denial and not fully human.
Metaphor is replaced with a literalness that is extreme. In clinical practice the results of
imaginative reflective exercises using imaginary videos offering fantasy movie-type
scenes of abuse are concluded to be evidence of abuse with particular films used to
‘spark’ feelings and memories.

In one controversial case a fundamentalist Christian police officer, sentenced to
20 years after a conviction for allegedly sexually abusing his two daughters, claimed,
“it’s almost like I'm making it up; I’'m trying not to ... It’s like I’'m watching a movie”
(171). Many of those encouraging the recovery of repressed memory claim the
revelation of child sexual abuse is, ‘like watching a movie about someone else’s life’
(Bass and Davis, 1994: 73). There is the confessing of this most evil of sins, which then
offers the opportunity for forgiveness and the most grace and guaranteed eternal
paradise, fundamentalist Christian revivalism corresponding with the extraordinary
growth of claims of child sexual abuse. Academics in mainstream American universities
believe Satanists control Hollywood and send messages via horror films furthering child
sexual abuse (Ofshe and Watters, 1996: 188). The influence of film is remarkable. Film
and analogies to film are the primary ways in which thought, memory, identity, and
truth are comprehended and explained by laypersons and clinicians alike. The eyes are
believed to be working as a lens, the brain literally functioning as a magical recorder of
every event, that can be replayed, that must be replayed, to reveal any moment in one’s
life, making the victim a heroic survivor, the victorious protagonist in their own movie,
surviving both apparent abuse and apparent remembering. The most sagacious and
perhaps only definite discovery in memory research in the twentieth century was simply
and banally, memory is lost over time (Haaken, 1998: 54). Despite this, there is still an
ongoing belief in ‘total recall’.
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With the focus on deliverance and salvation and ‘truth’, it is evident that this is a
faith movement, with links to other American conspiracy theories concerning the
preponderance of certain forms of ‘evil’. To brand any phenomenon absolute evil is
unwise, as it only lends to its power and mystery, giving rise to a lack of understanding
and further proliferation of ‘evil’. The paedophile galvanises the public’s attention
through a rampant media. In the USA and UK the first backlash against the ‘tyranny of
the paedophile’ began in the mid-1990s, but backlashes follow backlashes, the code of
mistrust increasing. As Frank Furedi has distinctly shown, contact between adults and
children has effectively been stigmatised (Furedi, 2001: 17). This is a deeply disturbing
situation, for it concerns the essence of human development: communication through
trust.

Historical idea of the child and moral panics

Despite paedophile panics and paranoia that gripped the late twentieth century,
concern over child sexual abuse is nothing new. In 1878 Tardieu wrote of post-mortem
findings of the sexual abuse of children upon which, in part, Freud based his original
view that childhood sexual abuse was the cause of adult neurosis (La Fontaine, 1990:
39). At the end of the nineteenth century there was a fixation with rooting out the core
cause of development, of ascertaining the fundamental elements of the mature human
psyche. With such knowledge the past could then predict the future, just as
astrophysicists at the end of the twentieth century hoped to discover the mind of God in
the entrails of the fledgling universe. Due to their increasing development or
decimation, scientists believed there was no point examining ‘primitive peoples’, as
nineteenth century scientists put it. But both the child and the noble savage were spaces
in which conclusions could be reached on the nature of what it is to be human. In 1888
Charles Darwin’s assistant and collaborator George Romanes equated human children
with animals, expressing their similarity and claiming a genetic continuity between
them (Roth, 1987: 83). The secrets of human origins lay within children. The belief was
that the whole evolution of the species, teleological awareness, could be discovered in a
close examination of the child. As W. B. Drummond revealed in 1907, the scientist,
“unable to discover a living specimen of primitive man, turns to the child as his nearest
representative” (Roth 1987: 85). Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) had developed the
notion, taken up by Romanes and others, that the child was close to the savage, who was
in turn close to nature, the child thought to be closest to man at the dawn of time. In
Romanticism the noble savage is in the utopian state of childhood. Children are little
angels, closer to God, residing half way between earth and the heavenly realms and
mediating with the divine. Ironically, they are then more adult than adult, existing as
beings simultaneously less and more evolved.

In Madness and Civilization (1967) Michel Foucault equated the construction of
the primitive and savage with the idea of madness (Foucault, 1989: 193). Children were
placed within the same equation of sublime non-reason. The belief was that truth will
surface from within children and this needs to be extrapolated in the name of science
and progress. As Michael Roth explains: “child psychology was partly constructed in
the expectation that cultural and historical evidence enclosed within the child’s body
and mind could be retrieved and used” (Roth, 1987: 85). The child must remain
untainted for this to be the case. Paedophiles then attack truth itself, the essence of
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meaning, the raw material that supposedly contains THE answer. Children, it was
thought, had the solution to the essential questions in science and philosophy. This was
incorporated within their being, actually embodied, not just a hypothetical
psychological reality purely based in the nebulous regions of the mind. In a world
moving further away from the physical, an obsession with the pure body and the child
intensified and the obsession with wound culture was part of this.

Alongside the deification of childhood, in the film actor’s adage never work with
children or animals, we see children equated with animals and the savage, supposedly
unable to repress their instincts. “The theory of the instincts is, as it were, our
mythology. The instincts are mythical beings, superb in their indefiniteness” (Freud,
1950: 134). Children are equated with instincts and in this instance, like the paedophile,
are constructed as evil. Simultaneously, for Freud the more civilised (adult) we become,
the unhappier we are, the pre-occupation with a mythical childhood part of this attempt
to regain happiness, a mythical paradise. An awareness of the reality of child sexual
abuse followed on from growing concern over physical abuse in the 1950s and 1960s.
In 1975 one American textbook of psychiatry claimed one in a million children were
sexually abused but by the 1980s the figure was estimated as one in a hundred, and
between 1977 and 1978 almost every national US magazine ran a story highlighting the
horrors of child sexual abuse (La Fontaine, 1990: 39). In 1977 in the US there were 264
different magazines that depicted sex between children and adults (Browne, 1995: 180).
With the victories of the feminist movements in the 1970s, and those for the protection
of children, women spoke out who had been abused and by the 1980s child sexual abuse
was no longer being ignored. In one year, between 1984 and 1985, the National Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) in the UK experienced a 90 per cent
increase in reported cases of child sexual abuse. The focus on protection is problematic
as it results in the curtailing of freedom of the potential victim, rather than the potential
abuser, with the electronic tagging of toddlers promoted as a real possibility in 1986
(Kitzinger, 1988). The most excessive and sensational forms of allegations of child
sexual abuse were reported cases of satanic ritual abuse, a phenomenon that through
intense media attention came to the forefront in America at the same period in the mid-
1980s. Those believing in satanic ritual abuse, known as true believers, maintained that
groups were involved in forcing people, mainly children, to have sex and engage in
extreme satanic rituals.

In 1984 at McMartin preschool, in Manhattan Beach, California, 360 children
were diagnosed as being sexually abused through satanic ritual abuse, the majority of
charges then dropped. The general belief now is that in such cases false memories were
placed in children through suggestion, hypnosis and other techniques. But this
unquestioned belief in false memory is yet another conspiracy theory, frequently
maligned therapists often portrayed and believed to be as pernicious and evil as
paedophiles, or worse. The McMartin case had its infamous equivalents in Britain with
the Orkney and the Cleveland cases. In the Cleveland case, over a period of six months
in 1987, 121 children were taken into care due to allegations of child sexual abuse and it
was this case that brought child sexual abuse fully into the public arena in Britain. Both
cases resulted in enquiries that criticised the procedures involved and called for less
intrusive intervention, while in the Cleveland cases of the 121 only 26 were judged to
have been wrongly diagnosed. The panic in this instance was concerned with the
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suspected socialism of those professionals involved, the female doctor Marietta Higgs
castigated in the right wing press for attacking the institution of the family and being an
evil working mother, feminism in this instance being the folk devil (Nava, 1988: 116).

For Kenneth Thompson moral panics are nothing new but they have become
more rapid and all pervasive, encompassing many more people, with the panics over
abuse questioning the institution of the family and, in particular, physical relations
between fathers and their children. Moral panic is not mass hysteria. It is a technical
term coined by sociologists to refer to movements that define actions, groups or persons
as threats to fundamental social values and it does not mean that such public concern is
entirely unfounded but, importantly it stresses the social construction of a particular
danger that is out of proportion to the threat (La Fontaine, 1998: 19). Jean La Fontaine
was commissioned by the Department of Health to investigate allegations of ritual
abuse that had occurred from 1987 to 1992. According to La Fontaine there were a
number of cases of child sexual abuse, by one or more abuser from within extended
family networks or by organised paedophile rings, but out of 84 cases there appeared to
be no hard evidence of satanic ritual abuse (La Fontaine, 1998: 51). With reference to
Philip Jenkins, Thompson highlight 1985 to 1987 as the period in Britain where the
panic was concerned with child sexual abuse within the family, 1987 to 1989
paedophile sex rings, and 1986 to 1990 child murder cases (Thompson, 1998). This
strict chronological delineation must be questioned because panic over paedophile rings
continued into the 1990s and surfaced again in the UK in 2003, in this instance again
linked to satanic ritual abuse. In July 2004 a case collapsed that involved three girls who
were under 16 in care of the Western Isles social services department. This followed
charges of satanic ritual abuse in October 2003 in Lewis in the Outer Hebrides. The
police claimed they had one of the accused on video raping a child. Other connected
arrests occurred in Leicestershire, West Yorkshire and Dorset (Waterhouse, 2004).

In the mid-1980s doctors in Leeds developed the anal reflex dilation test and
some children would undergo this procedure more than four times. If they had not been
sexually abused they soon were by the state medical system. The 1989 Children Act
(sec.44 (7)) in the UK allowed children to refuse medical examination and children
were allowed to stay at home, rather than automatically being taken into care. Flawed
cases, where children were removed from families and then returned, combined with a
political climate in both the UK and USA that stressed the importance of the family, had
led to a radical change in thinking and behaviour on child sexual abuse. In the 1990s
child protection concerns moved from intrafamilial abuse to the abuse outside the
family, with interfamilial abuse “reframed, except in the most serious cases, as
symptoms of families failing to cope and provide adequate child care standards”
(Corby, 2000: 4). A significant swing occurred. The demon was now the evil other, a
fear that can be equated with the fear of the foreigner, reversed colonisation,
immigration, or with anything perceived as alien. For Corby the idea of an extensive
network of evil people preying on children outside the family can be rejected but
evidence does exist of networks. How extensive they are is, of course, difficult to say
with any certainty.

Following the 1980s movement away from certain forms of liberalism in the
1960s and 1970s and then the rise of the Christian right in America, there was a
backlash by 1994. As the results of court cases make clear, the general public and juries
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became sceptical of accusations, seeing it as the product of vivid imaginations imbued
with stories from popular American Christianity rather than reality, making prosecution
difficult. The ‘true believers’ in child sexual abuse had a major battle on their hands
after accused parents of Professor Jennifer Freyd, a cognitive psychologist, founded The
False Memory Syndrome Foundation in 1992. This had a remarkable international
impact. By 1994, both in the UK and USA, large-scale scepticism over accusations of
child sexual abuse had taken hold. As Freyd herself explains, memories contain accurate
and inaccurate components. There is evidence that recovered memories are no more or
less likely to be false than continuously accessible memories (Freyd, 2002: 143). Many
accepted that false memory syndrome is a medical condition with scientific validity, but
it needs to be stressed that this is not the case. The syndrome was invented by those
accused of child sexual abuse but it is clear that false memories do exist.

According to Kitzinger, journalists in Britain made gendered judgements about
the credibility of sources, with accused parents seven times more likely to be quoted in
newspapers than the person recalling abuse, the patriarchal, male dominated, media
conspiring against the female. However, from 1985 onwards hundreds of television
programmes in the UK covered and debated child sexual abuse, such as the dangers of
releasing prisoners, but none explicitly covered false memory. For Kitzinger in the early
1990s there was a form of ‘child abuse fatigue’, with journalists becoming bored with
actual child sex abuse stories, particularly numerous celebrities saying they had been
abused. The media now sought another slant on this contentious topic, hence the rapid
growth in the reporting of false memory. Kitzinger explains that reports in the British
media in 1994 spoke of a ‘shift in the collective psyche’ and a ‘child abuse industry’ ‘in
an age of matriarchal terror squads’ hell bent on accusing everyone of being a sex
offender (Kitzinger, 2003: 97). However, this public rhetoric is still utilised with child
protection literature and politicians making the claim that everyone is a potential sex
offender, this most pernicious of evils apparently everywhere. Within this debate it
appears that for many it is impossible to keep away from the extremes and false
certainties: ‘of course she made it up’; ‘all men are rapists’. Kitzinger rightly attacks the
gendered ideology of the media but the child sex abuse ‘industry’ has not disappeared,
with unlicensed therapists still wrongly diagnosing child sexual abuse. In the UK it is
still possible to practice as a therapist or counsellor without any qualifications or
supervision.

Problems with postmodernism and conclusions

One hundred years after Romanes scientifically equated children with animals,
the majority of the world’s governments acknowledged the rights of the child. On 20
November 1989 the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the Convention
on the Rights of the Child after 10 years of debate. This came into force on 2 September
1990. By April 1995, 172 states had become parties to the convention, the highest
number of ratifications of any treaty, and a further nine states were signatories. 12
countries were neither parties nor signatories." Because the majority of abusers are
trusted kin, the fact that the UN convention stresses the importance of the family is

! Andora, Brunei, Darussalam, Kiribati, Oman, the Republic of Palau, Saudi Arabia, Singapore,
the Solomon Islands, Somalia, Tonga, Tuvalu and the United Arab Emirates.
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problematic. As Chris Jenks explains, “the family is one of the most dangerous places
for children to live in” (Jenks, 1996: 91). The 1989 United Nation Conventions on the
Right of the Child, Article 19 Section 1, states that parties must take all appropriate
legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all
forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment,
while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of
the child (Amnesty International, 1995).

Along with attempts at prevention of child sexual abuse through global
conventions there has been the promotion of the dangerous belief that child abuse has
no meaning outside of the society that construes it as such (Howitt, 1992: 5). For Dennis
Howitt any notion of a universal declaration is preposterous because abuse is relative
and culturally defined. Without a doubt each case is different but Howitt declares,
“there are no historical facts” (12). Freud apparently eventually denied the personal
tragedies of those that told him of their child sexual abuse, interpreting it as fantasy.
Similarly, Howitt denies the reality of history. One argument is that children experience
sexual desire from an early age and a number of writers have argued in defence of adult
and child sexual relations, seeing childhood as a recent social construction, with
children in advanced capitalist societies, such as the USA and UK, being oppressed in
the family, having no right of political or sexual expression (Nava, 1992: 134). Of
course, there are difficulties, such as how do you know welfare workers or parents are
telling the truth? For Howitt these questions are not worth asking because they only
have meaning in terms of the interplay of the ideas of professionalism and parenthood
(Howitt, 1992: 7). The call is to believe nobody because each group is talking within
their own theoretical framework, within a construction that is purely in the realms of
ideas, defined by groups with vested interests and entirely without external validity. Do
we then maintain that the 172 states party to the 1989 convention ignored the issues of
the 12 states that are not parties or signatories and are being culturally exclusive and
discriminatory? People have been falsely accused of child sexual abuse and some
therapists do instigate false memories with their clients but victims-survivors of child
sexual abuse have also still been refused compensation for years of abuse with their
individual experiences denied.” As has been pointed out, so-called therapists are not
regulated in the UK, which means many exploit vulnerable clients. Simultaneously,
there is still a culture of denial, particularly in the Catholic Church. Declaring child
sexual abuse to be a culturally defined phenomenon is a culturally defined statement,
totally falling for the fashionable postmodern zeitgeist of the 1990s.

In Elizabethan Britain the age of consent was 10 and by 1885 it was raised from
13 to 16 to prevent the sale of children into prostitution (Renvoize, 1996: 30). The legal
age of sexual consent differs across the globe. From a religious perspective this is not a
matter of law but of morals, sex before marriage being in many religions wrong, both
self-abuse and abuse of another. Because of the reduced demand for manual labour and
increased need for technological prowess, industrially developed countries often have a
longer period of childhood, whereas those in non-industrialised areas take on adult

% In February 2001 the UK Home Secretary Jack Straw stated the Labour government would
ensure increased payments to victims of sexual abuse. Due to compensation for claims of child
sexual abuse, in July 2004 the US Roman Catholic diocese of Portland became the first to declare
itself bankrupt.
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responsibilities earlier. There are many ambiguities and anomalies. Girls are thought to
mature earlier than boys, but girls in the UK cannot legally consent to sex until they are
16, while boys can at 14 (Corby, 2000: 10). Even though the level of abuse may have
continued at the same rate our threshold of tolerance of abuse has shifted. As Jenks puts
it, child sexual abuse and how it is tackled can be read as a gauge of society’s response
to late modernity. Importantly, “child abuse is real, but it is equally a device for
constituting a reality” (Jenks, 1996: 98).

In 1989 British photographer Robert Mapplethorpe was prosecuted for two
pictures of children deemed to be indecent. In March 2001 UK police threatened to
prosecute American Tierney Gearnon over an exhibition of photographs of her children.
As with disputations over what constitutes child sexual abuse, there is a problem
concerning definitions of obscene images. No act of parliament offers a legal definition
of what is indecent, with the viewer’s intention and circumstances surrounding the
taking of the photograph irrelevant according to the law (Long and McLachlan, 2002:
135). While one of Gearnon’s photographs depicting her naked son urinating in snow
could be construed as vulgarly crass, there is a sick irony as it is suggested the child is
doing the seducing at the command of the artist-paedophile-parent, as if ‘innocent’
paedophiles should be protected. Inevitably, with the media hype, images deemed
reprehensible are extensively published and obsessed over. The law mistakes fiction for
fact but art and reality have merged just as differences between the adult and child are
far from clear-cut. Complexities over interpretations of the image have led to false
accusations of child sexual abuse. In one case reported in December 2003, two doctors
examined a girl from the north of England thought to have had her hymen torn by
penetration. Photographs taken by colposcopy were sent to a consultant paediatrician
and a forensic physician who verified this. When the case went to the Court of Appeal
they examined the girl and then said the pictures they had previously received had
misled them, the photographs not matching what they had seen with their own eyes or
their own photographs. From December 2000 to June 2003 the evidence was the girl
had been sexually abused by penetration, this method of evidence being widespread in
the UK with the possibility of grave miscarriages of justice (Dyer, 2003: 4).

With advances in technology there has been an increase in the ways in which
children are sexually abused and simultaneously in tools used to catch abusers or
inaccurately accuse suspected abusers. By the end of 2003 London’s Metropolitan
Police had built a list of 800 suspects involved in computer file swapping and “30 peer-
to-peer cases in the UK so far involved hands-on-abuse in which the children in the
images were real-time victims” (Gillan, 2003). Fears of child sexual abuse on the
internet are aspects of anxieties over the control of technology, media reports
continually claiming the apparently hyper-intelligent paedophile is always one step
ahead of the police, possessing a demonic supernatural cunning and technological
awareness, the Gothic beast at one with the machine. The industrial age and the Gothic
are intimately associated and in the construction of the paedophile we see this
relationship continued in the ultimate nightmare of the unstoppable sex machine.
Concurrently children, just as paedophiles, are seen to be the new monsters out of
control, running information technology companies, masters of the machines, having a
greater understanding of the technological world that dominates, possessing power over
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adults and breaking all moral codes. Both the paedophile and child are conceived as
threats to social cohesion.

Older men’s, and sometimes women’s, obsession with young people as sexual
partners equates with the ancient belief that having intercourse with youths increases
longevity, arresting or even reversing the aging process. This continues today, the
notion held by some that sex with a virgin can cure diseases like HIV, mirroring the
Dracula legend, which is the most recurrent culturally re-worked myth of the twentieth
century (Twitchell, 1981). In a world where many individuals strive for privacy this
most secret of sins must be made public, society possessed by the privacy of the other.
With the eyes of the public guided by the fangs of the press, each child sexual abuse
story becomes a feeding frenzy, each morsel of misery drained from sounds, words and
images, in an attempt to find authenticity and truth in pain. While the paedophile is
equated with the supernatural machine, the machine paradoxically is the metaphor for
the fear of non-containable nature. Technology is “constitutive of the extended
phenotype of the human animal, a dangerous supplement enjoying an originary status”
(Pearson, 1997: 223). The division, or lack of it, between the human and the inhuman,
the natural and the unnatural, is complex. “History now appears to have reached the
perplexing point when it is no longer possible to determine whether technology is an
expression of our genes or a sign of nature’s cultural conspiracy” (Pearson 1997: 223).
The paedophile is constructed as both pre and post-human, united with the machine and
the original evil of humankind. Fear of observation by paedophiles leads to further
observation and surveillance, the fear being the fear of control by machinery.
Paedophilephobia is technophobia. As with the myth of the girl seductress, the myth of
the paedophile as vampire is dangerous as it implies a desire on the part of the victim, a
desire for seduction. This myth, unearthed here, is galvanised in a plethora of films,
such as The Sweet Hereafter (Atom Egoyan, 1997), Beloved (Jonathan Demme, 1998),
and Mystic River (Clint Eastwood, 2003), and various stories in myriad American
cultural and media forms, has seduced media manufacturers and consumers alike. The
paedophile and the abused child in construction and reality combine and mirror two
identical concerns of western culture since the enlightenment, the evil savage and the
rapacious demonic-angelic child beyond boundaries, encapsulating anxieties concerning
control. In societies dominated by observation and control the paedophile is constructed
and observed as the untraceable gap in the system, the unstoppable evil escaping and
beyond the boundaries of surveillance and containment.
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Ozet

Pedofil Kiiltiirler:
Cocuklara Yonelik Cinsel Taciz ve
Ingiliz ve Amerikan Kiiltiiriinde Yapilandirilan Cocuk Seviciligi

Cocuklara  yonelik cinsel tacizin ve ¢ocuk seviciligin  tanimlar
genisletilmektedir. Cocuk tacizinin kapsami iizerine yapilan arastirmalarin gercevesi
bellidir ve son donem kiiltiirel tarih gézden gecirilmistir. Ag¢ilmis bellek deviniminde
film metaforlarinin nasil kullanildig1 agiklanmigtir. 1980lerde yapilan hatalarin
ardindan, 1990lar boyunca ilgi, aile disindaki ¢ocuk tacizciler {izerinde toplanmisti.
Iblis, kotii olan digeri idi. Bu korku, yabancilara, tersine dénmiis somiirgelesmeye,
goegmenlige ve diisman olarak algilanan herhangi bir seye duyulan korku ile es
goriilebilir. Cocuk ve cinsel taciz iizerine yapilan postmodern goriisler elestirilmektedir.
Cocuk cinsel taciz iddialar1 ve satanist torensel tacizler ahlaksal korkunun sosyolojik
olgusu ile birlikte incelenmistir. Cocuk seviciliginin teknofobi ile es anlamli oldugu
sonucuna vartlmistir.



Taking Pains:
Sympathy, Suffering, and Forging White Subjectivity
in Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Greta Lynn

The journals of John Dix, an Englishman who immigrated to the United States in
the late nineteenth century, tell the peculiar story of one of Dix’s friends who had been
sleeping, for a period, at a local boardinghouse. “‘Annoyed by hearing somebody in the
adjoining chamber alternately groaning and laughing,” [Dix’s friend] ‘knocked upon the
wall and said, ‘Hallo there! What’s the matter! Are you sick or reading Uncle Tom’s
Cabin?’ The stranger answered that he was reading Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (Noble 143).
Dix’s story is one of many that speaks to the enormous cultural and personal impact of
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s second, and most famous novel. Though Stowe’s text is
generally praised for its contribution to the nineteenth-century American abolitionist
movement, the wealth of scholarship on Uncle Tom’s Cabin has succeeded in
highlighting many other contemporary concerns, among them issues of feminism,
suffrage, subjectivity, citizenship, and nation building. That the novel addresses socio-
political concerns of its day is not, however, where it acquires its importance; rather, it
is in the rhetoric through which these socio-political concerns are addressed that the
reader will find the richest, as well as the most problematic aspects of Stowe’s text.

This essay will examine Uncle Tom’s Cabin in light of what Karen Halttunen
calls the late- eighteenth and nineteenth-century “cult of sensibility,” in which
“compassionating” constituted as valid a means of addressing social concerns as debate
or reason. This nineteenth-century impulse towards “feeling right” (sympathetic
identification with the American disenfranchised) cultivates a collective perception of
oppression, abuse, and suffering—the trademarks of American slavery—that is
epistemologically material or physical. That is, in demanding that white America think
about slavery sympathetically, Stowe’s novel also calls for an increased attention to and
identification with the suffering, and heavily racialized body. Through historical
consideration of the writing and performance of suffering, this essay will consider the
impact and allure of the black body in pain, and subsequently question how the
privileged and often exclusively white practice of sympathy intersected with a growing
awareness of the power of physical anguish. Far from merely allowing white readers to
“borrow” black pain in the name of understanding— and ostensibly, ending— the
injustice of American slavery, the function of white sympathetic identification in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin often serves instead as a point of access for white readers to the
compelling and exclusively “black” puissance inherent in bodily suffering.

This essay will argue that the nineteenth-century conception of subjectivity was
fundamentally rooted in the body, and that the experience of physical pain gave the

1 Quoted in Clark, ““The Sacred Rights of the Weak’...” pg484 n56. The reader should note that
the transmogrification of the passive expression “to be compassionate” into the active verb “to
compassionate” speaks to the aggressiveness with which one was supposed to “practice”
sympathy. In her essay, Clark argues that “sympathy represented praxis, not theory” (479).
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sufferer an undeniable claim to a corporeal subjectivity. Though in the case of the oft-
abused slaves of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, subjectivity is often limited to the corporal, the
sentimental power of the proliferate physical suffering of black bodies in the antebellum
United States should not be underestimated. Indeed, with the rise of the penny press and
the commensurate deluge of imagery of the abuse, torture and murder of slaves,
representations of black bodies in America came to encapsulate a generalized, but
nonetheless distinct physical subjectivity. It becomes necessary, then, that we
interrogate the popular white desire to inhabit this physical subjectivity that the
nineteenth-century press, as well as literary and political culture assigned to what
Hortense Spillers calls “North America’s most coveted body” (Spillers 78, emphasis
original): the black body, and especially the black male body. Examined through the
lens of what scholars such as Karen Haltunnen, Ann Douglas, Philip Fisher, Jane
Tomkins and Linda Williams call “the cult of sensibility,” the nineteenth-century
(primarily white) desire to sympathize demonstrates a commitment to transcending
racism through the absolution of racial difference, and more specifically, the desire for a
sameness of experience, particularly in relation to the act of suffering. In Uncle Tom'’s
Cabin, coterminous with the command to sympathize is the command to imagine,
creating an experience in which white readers are offered the opportunity to fantasize
about both pain and black bodies, taboos that constituted the loci of a physical
subjectivity that white culture both fetishized and wanted to access. Though certainly
one of the seminal fictional texts of the abolitionist movement, Stowe’s Uncle Tom'’s
Cabin must also be considered in light of its role as a medium through which white
readers can access the black body, and once again, put it to work—this time as an
objectified register of physical pain that allows white sympathizers to “suffer”
vicariously in a way that endows them with a sense of physical subjectivity. Before we
can understand the relationship between the “cult of sensibility,” black subjectivity,
white desire and Uncle Tom’s Cabin, however, it is necessary to explore the historical
and cultural import of pain, and its relationship to both the body and antebellum
American spirituality.

Suffering, Spirituality and Sympathy

The significance of suffering was certainly not a new idea in the antebellum
United States, but its meaning began to change by the early nineteenth century,
specifically within the context of the religious practice and belief. This profound
transformation was largely the result of the “erosion of Calvinist orthodoxy and the
emergence of a powerful alternative often labeled liberal Protestantism” (Clark 470), a
purportedly more “humanistic” manner of practicing what came to be a “devotional and
practical, rather than...doctrinal or ecclesiastical... faith” (Douglas 154). The onset of a
kinder vision of Christianity from that which characterized eighteenth-century
American culture, this religious shift encouraged “the creation of a mainstream
Protestantism culture broadly receptive to certain Christian humanist ideals” (Clark
465). In short, American Protestantism needed a makeover, and in the process of this re-
making, nineteenth-century America was forced to re-evaluate the means by which both
previous and new visions of Christianity would contribute to the constitution of the
national self.



Taking Pains 159

An important consideration in this evaluation was the role of the Christian body
in the exercise of faith, for the body or the representation thereof presented the most
graphic and immediate means by which the churchgoer related to his faith. In stricter,
pre-reform Calvinist practices, this performative body served as an examplar of
Christian corporality, encouraging a grim vision of the virtue achieved and exhibited
through suffering. The suffering body

had long been the centerpiece of Christianity; for medieval Christians, pain was
both a confirmation of and a link to divinity. The inevitability of human suffering
was glorified and transfigured in the Crucifixion, which forged a strong link
between pain and divinity. Voluntary submission to pain contained its own grim
joy, as witnessed by depictions of the trials of the saints. (Clark 471)

Pain, and suffering in particular, was considered a means by which one could effect
one’s own spiritual and moral growth; “voluntary submission to pain,” then, was proof
of not only one’s spiritual commitment, but also, as Elizabeth Clark implies in her essay
“‘The Sacred Rights of the Weak,”” a source of pride or joy in oneself. It may be useful
to consider that corporal mortification is an effort to unite one’s own body with that of
Christ, by means of a practice that is distinctly about the self; the pained Calvinist body,
though performative, was also a personal body, its most significant relationship existing
primarily between itself and God”.

The nineteenth-century shift towards a moral “universalist” practice and
understanding of Christianity also necessitated a shift in the role of the body, and
specifically the suffering body. Even at the end of the eighteenth century
“Congregational ministers ... concurred that Christ had probably not suffered real pain,
or at least not in full human measure” (Clark 472), rendering the Christian oestrus to
effect moral growth through one’s own corporal suffering somewhat obsolete. This de-
emphasis of the suffering body of Christ meant that, “by the nineteenth century, most
Protestants, despite differences across and even within denominations, had come to
share a tender-minded distaste for the extravagant agony of the Passion” (472).

% Karen Halttunen writes that “Orthodox Christianity had traditionally viewed pain not only as
God’s punishment for sin... but also as a redemptive opportunity to transcend the world and flesh
by imitating the suffering Christ” (Halttunen 304). Pain was thus performative in that it was an
outward—and often visible—manifestation of sin, through which the body could be read by
others as sinful or not. The body enduring pain and suffering was thus implicated in an active
relationship with God--as a register for divine displeasure—and also with Christ, in the imitation
of Christian sacrifice. In his essay “Materializing Conscience: Embodiment, Speech, and the
Experience of Sympathetic Identification” (Early American Literature 36.1 [2002]) Michael
Meranze disagrees, contending that the body’s primary relationships—before the onset of “the
cult of sensibility,” but increasingly more so as it gained strength as a popular movement— could
be found in “the display of the body... serv[ing] as a linchpin for a larger set of social issues
relating to the economy, to labor, and to socially generated suffering” (76). In that his essay
contends that mortification was sometimes achieved through dress—wearing non-dyed, plain
clothes in an era in which fashion was becoming more important—it should nonetheless be noted
that the model and primary relationship in such mortification is sharing the suffering of Christ, on
both a personal (spiritual) and a social (exhibitive) level.
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With foundations in eighteenth-century moral philosophy, the development of a
more “‘sensitive” society was, in nineteenth-century America, seen as a move towards a
more civilized culture’. Society paid increasing attention to the avoidance of pain; “in
1846, ether was first used as an anesthetic in surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital,
and medicine constantly explored other avenues (hypnosis, morphine injection,
refrigeration, etc.) of alleviating patient suffering” (Halttunen 310). Commensurate with
the impulse to end pain was the desire to express compassion for those who suffered
from it; in the “new” Christianity, “the measure of authenticity lay in the feelings, not
the intellect” (Clark 467), and instead of one’s own suffering providing a register for
spiritual virtue or piety, the ability to sympathize with the suffering of others became a
measure of one’s faith. As pain now “signaled not spiritual triumph, but a breach of
divinely ordained laws” (Clark 472), it was the truly virtuous and civilized Christian
who was capable of a universalist sympathy, extending his compassion not simply to his
peers, but especially to those—animals, criminals, children, slaves, and the insane—
who were not his peers.

Sympathy was certainly not a new concept in nineteenth-century America; the
wealth of scholarship on the subject demonstrates the impact that the importance of
“sentimental” thinking effected upon the antebellum United States. Philosophers such as
David Hume, Adam Smith, and Francis Hutcheson all wrote extensively on the
relationship of feelings to knowledge and the subsequent development of a “moral
sense.” Their work tends to intersect particularly around their ideas on sympathy, an
issue that Hume and Smith explore at length. Hume posits sympathy as human nature,
the direct result of the degree to which we “converse with mankind ... the greater social
intercourse we maintain, the more shall we be familiarized to these general preferences
and distinctions, without which our conversation and discourse could scarcely be
rendered intelligible to each other” (Hume 44). Social intelligibility is thus a result of
sympathetic feeling, clearly demonstrating that sympathy constitutes a means by which
difference—of class, race, age, ability—can be communicated and overcome. It is an
effort at a more universal sentience; for, as Hume puts it, “it is necessary for us, in our
calm judgments and discourse concerning the characters of men, to neglect all ...
differences, and render our sentiments more public and social” (44).

Adam Smith’s conception of sympathy is constructed upon that of Hume, but
more firmly grounded in identification, insisting that “as we have no immediate
experience of what other men feel, we can form no idea of the manner in which they are
affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in a like situation” (Smith
30). For Smith, sympathy is about the analogous comparison of our feelings to those of
someone else, and it is always “the impressions of our own senses only, not those of his,
which our imaginations copy” (Smith 30). Sympathetic identification originates not in
feeling, but in imagining and subsequently identifying, drawing forth comparable
sentiment from one’s own experience. Significantly, Smith also posits sympathy as a
system of identification more effective in the sharing of suffering than in the sharing of
pleasure; sympathy thus represents a means of extracting joy from a painful experience,
as sympathetic identification “present[s] another source of satisfaction ... alleviat[ing]

* See Thomas, Keith. Man and the Natural World: A History of Modern Sensibility. (New York,
1983), and the above-mentioned essay by Karen Halttunen.
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grief by insinuating into the heart, almost the only agreeable sensation which it is at that
time capable of receiving” (Smith 37). The nineteenth- century impulse towards
sympathy and sympathetic identification with suffering bodies, then, represented not
only a cultural trend aimed at creating an increasingly “civilized” society, but also a
point of access to the perhaps masochistic joys of demonstrating Christian virtue
through sympathizing with the pain of others. The question, then, concerns what bodies
were in pain, and how nineteenth-century, white America gained access to these bodies.

Though the “cult of sensibility,” particularly in its nineteenth century
manifestations, encouraged Christians to “compassionate” with any body in pain, the
most culturally exhibited suffering bodies were, especially in the first half of the
nineteenth century, slave bodies. In Karen Halttunen’s very comprehensive essay,
“Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American Culture,” she
describes the incredible proliferation of graphic accounts—often accompanied by
images—of murders, rapes and beatings that, with the rise of the penny press,
increasingly characterized reform literature in late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century America®. The onset of the 1830’s, however, saw the rise of the “story of the
suffering slave, a trope that ... became newly audible and visible in the North, where
graphic portrayals of slaves’ subjective experience of physical pain emerged as common
antislavery fare” (Clark 463). Print culture had found a local, common, and extremely
accessible locus of violent suffering, and works such as Lydia Maria Child’s An Appeal
in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans took advantage of this readily-
available suffering, promising to “follow the poor slave through his wretched
wanderings, in order to give some idea of his physical suffering, his mental and moral
degradation” (quoted in Clark, p466). As Halttunen suggests, violent sensationalism
was overwhelmingly popular as well as sympathetically suggestive, particularly in
abolitionist circles, and antislavery advocates certainly took advantage of the
emotionally compelling nature of depictions of the abuse of slaves’.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Sympathetic Identification

One of antebellum America’s most famous abolitionist novels, Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or, Life Among the Lowly is deeply imbued with
contemporary notions of the importance and efficacy of sympathetic identification,
primarily with regard to slavery. Significantly, in this text sympathy is employed as a
narrative device only in regard to characters who are slaves; Stowe refrains from
demanding her readers’ sympathetic identification when white characters are suffering.
There are many techniques through which the narrator’s demand for sympathetic
identification appear in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the most frequent being an appeal to reader
through what could be called the rhetoric of second person, invoking a “you” or “ye”
that is directly and unwaveringly aimed at the reader. Demanding that the reader
imagine himself (but very often herself as well) in the same situation as the enslaved
character in question, this rhetoric constitutes an attempt at redefining the lines between

4 Also see Karen Halttunen’s Murder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination
(Harvard University Press, 1998).

5 “In compiling American Slavery As It Is, [Theodore Dwight Weld and the Grimké sisters] sent
out a long circular asking for information on ‘PUNISHMENTS—please describe in detail the
different modes, postures, instruments and forms of torture” (quoted in Clark 467-68).
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self and other, white suffering and black suffering. This redefinition does not ask for a
re-drawing of these lines so much as it demands that they be obviated; when Uncle Tom
is first sold by the Shelby family, for example,

...for a few moments they all [Uncle Tom’s family and Mrs. Shelby] wept in
company. And in those tears they all shed together, the high and the lowly,
melted away all the heart-burnings and anger of the oppressed. O, ye who visit
the distressed, do ye know that everything your money can buy, given with a
cold, averted face, is not worth one honest tear shed in real sympathy? (Stowe
139)

This significant passage outlines several issues relevant to the interpretation of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, not the least of which is the question of readership. First, this segment
endows sympathetic identification with the power of “melt[ing] away all the...anger of
the oppressed.” As antebellum America, particularly in the south, was deeply concerned
with the highly disproportionate ratio of slaves to slave owners—and the opportunity
and likelihood of a slave rebellion that such a ratio might propitiate— sympathy is
presented here in a manner than soothes white fear of slave anger. Furthermore, the
differences between “high and...lowly” melt away in this sympathetic display as well,
though the reader should note that Mrs. Shelby’s sympathetic identification is enacted
against the will of Tom’s family; when they see her heading to the cabin, for example,
Chloe remarks, “She can’t do no good; what’s she coming for?” (139) This scene
ensures that the reader understands that sympathetic identification benefits Mrs. Shelby,
the wife of a slave-owner, and definitively not Uncle Tom or his family; ultimately,
Mrs. Shelby’s sympathy does not translate into action, and though it may make her feel
less guilty, Uncle Tom is still sold. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, sympathetic identification—
even in abolitionist terms— is also about white people seeking an arguably objectified
surface against which their feelings can be measured and subsequently exhibited. The
locus of this surface is frequently the enslaved body, and the most evident cases of the
evocation of sympathy are often constructed upon or through invocations of black
corporality. In qualifying the legitimacy of the fact that Eliza runs away from the
“benevolent” Shelby plantation, for example, the narrator demands of the reader:

If it were your Harry, mother, or your Willie, that were going to be torn from you
by a brutal trader, to-morrow morning—if you had seen the man, and heard that
the papers were signed and delivered, and you had only from twelve o’clock till
morning to make your escape,-- how fast could you walk? How many miles could
you make in those brief hours, with the darling at your bosom—the little sleepy
head on your shoulder,--the small, soft arms trustingly holding on to your neck?
(Stowe 72, emphasis original)

This passage incites sympathetic identification within the reader through a complex
system of analogy, imagination and physicality; it first asks that the reader compare
Eliza’s situation to the reader’s own. At once remarkably specific and sweepingly
general, almost any reader is able to access the request for sympathy in this passage,
because man or woman, old or young, white or black, rich or poor, most readers will
have had a mother, some readers will have had a child, and some will have had a lover.
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The point is that the passage creates an analogy in which the reader is able to slip into
identification through generalities. Once there, he/she becomes subject to the
specificities of the rhetoric that require the employment of imagination. How far could
you walk in six hours, carrying a child? The passage further appeals to the imagination
by means of its innate physicality; it concerns emotional and spiritual pain less than it
invokes both the physical hardship of escape and the corporal manifestation of
emotional bonds between family members. The reader must imagine through the
medium of the body in pieces—walking, carrying, the bosom, a sleepy head, a shoulder,
soft arms, a neck—and this metonymical use of body parts further inscribes the scene
with a generality that allows the white reader imaginative access to the experience.

The physicality of Stowe’s construction of the black/enslaved body in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin is an aspect of the text that demands closer attention, specifically with
regard to considerations of pain and sympathy. Black and white bodies serve very
different purposes within the novel, and also represent different ideas. In his essay,
“Hand-Writing: Legibility and the White Body in Running a Thousand Miles For
Freedom,” Lindon Barrett argues that in nineteenth century American writing, “African
American bodies are understood in terms of a ‘fleshliness’ that overdetermines all other
possible aspects of their identity” (Barrett 315), and that the “obdurate materiality”
(315) of the black body limits its signification to itself. That is, the black bodies in
Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom (and, 1 will argue, its contemporary, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin) act as signs of “nothing beyond themselves—signs of the very failure of
meaning—for these bodies are able to signify, in their obdurate physicality, only a state
of obdurate physicality” (322).

The construction of black bodies in Uncle Tom’s Cabin only further supports this
idea, as our introduction to Eliza informs us that she is worth “her weight in gold”
(Stowe 8); George has a frame that he “held...so erect, [and] looked so handsome” (16);
our first knowledge of Harry is “his black hair, fine as floss...his round, dimpled face”
(5-6); Uncle Tom’s nameless sons are “woolly-headed boys, with glistening black eyes
and fat shining cheeks” (31); and Uncle Tom is “a large, broad-chested, powerfully-
made man, of a full glossy black, and a face [of] truly African features” (31). If such a
clear sense of the physicality of the enslaved characters were limited to the reader’s
introduction to them, perhaps Barrett’s contention would seem less plausible; however,
black characters exhibit, maintain, and are often limited to this materiality until the end
of the text. Uncle Tom’s body, for example, plays an integral role in the text long after
he has died; Master George pointedly remarks, near the end of the text, that “[Legree
has] got all [he] ever can of him” (596), demonstrating that Tom’s spiritual existence
has been exhausted (though it was limited to begin with) and subsequently asks Legree
for Tom’s body. Master George further prevents Tom’s body from signifying anything
else but his body in burying it in an unmarked grave on the side of the road. Though
clearly meant to be an act of tenderness, this scene is equally successful at rendering
Tom’s import to an unidentified material objectivity; significantly, the chapter
concludes with the words, “ ‘Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted’ ”
(598). We are to understand, then, that in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the black body must be
bear no more than material significance because its most important function is to
register pain and suffering; black suffering in turn constitutes the impetus for the
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sympathetic identification of not only the (many white) readers of Stowe’s text, but
white characters within the novel as well.

Barrett argues that white bodies signify to excess, in that they represent a site of
literacy, the “site of signification” (325). For the white body, as Barbara Johnson might
have it, “to mean ... is automatically not to be” (Johnson ix); whiteness is “coterminous
with nonidentity, displacement, and self-differentiation, the markers of signification”
(Barrett 321). Perhaps the only explicit example of white suffering in Uncle Tom's
Cabin is, of course, Little Eva, but there is an important difference between her pain and
that of the slaves around her: Little Eva is understood to be a symbol. Eva is an example
to be emulated, not a suffering body with whom we are supposed to identify
sympathetically. Her last words do not express pain, but instead, “O! love,-- joy,--
peace!” (Stowe 421), effectively barring the reader from sympathizing with her. The
slaves at the St. Clare plantation, however, suffer enormously at her death, and the
sympathy that the reader might otherwise expect to employ as the result of Eva’s demise
is displaced and relocated to the slave bodies. In this regard, sympathetic identification
is strictly and unilaterally reserved for enslaved characters. Sympathetic identification
with upper-class white characters is almost too close for what was a largely white
readership; Halttunen correctly argues that, “Although spectatorial sympathy claimed to
demolish social distance, it actually rested on social distance—a distance reinforced, in
sentimental art, by the interposition of the written text, stage, or canvas between the
victim and the (imaginary) suffering victim” (Halttunen 309). The reader can then
sympathize with characters that the reader regards from afar—slaves—but characters
like Eva and St. Clare fail to evoke sympathy effectively as there is less “social
distance” between these privileged figures and many white readers.

Before addressing the fact that Uncle Tom’s Cabin privileges the cultivation of
sympathetic identification—ostensibly for white characters and privileged readers—
over the construction of black characters with depth, it is important to consider what
pain means and effects within the text. This essay has already situated pain within the
context of the changes in Protestantism that characterized eighteenth and nineteenth
century America, and noted the fascination and popularity of pain in print culture of the
same era. At this point, it is crucial that we consider the role of pain in the system or
process not only of making black bodies, but endowing them with a subjectivity.

There is extensive scholarship available concerning the relationship between
pain and subjectivity or citizenship, some of which claims its foundation in American
antislavery culture. The rise of sentimentality in the antebellum United States
encouraged an “abolitionist rhetoric [that] based the claim to rights on the very capacity
to suffer and feel pain—what one slave narrator called ‘the sacred rights of the weak’”
(Clark 487). The muscular materiality of the construction of black bodies also endowed
these bodies with a specific capacity to create their identity, as “the [physical] body of
the black was similarly thought to define his or her role as servant and laborer”
(Sanchez-Eppler 94). Corporal wounding, maiming, or general suffering “thus stands as
the pain-filled consequence of recognizing the extent to which the body designates
identity” (Sanchez-Eppler 114), because when the black body can signify no further
than itself, any physical change—whether due to injury or not—automatically enacts a
change in the identity of the character to whom the body belongs. In Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, for example, Sambo and Quimbo of Legree’s plantation have been treated with
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“savageness and brutality ... hardness and cruelty” for so long that it “brought their
whole nature to about the same range of capacities” (Stowe 492). As readers, we are to
assume that the “savageness and brutality” and “hardness and cruelty” to which they
have been subjected expresses their physical experience, and it is clear that this physical
suffering has changed their identities, but also bestowed an identity upon each of them.
The narrator does not offer any depiction of Sambo or Quimbo before Legree “trained”
them in physical suffering, and thus the only narrative subjectivity they are afforded is a
subjectivity attained through physical subjection. We only rarely see pre-suffering black
bodies; the only evident examples in Uncle Tom’s Cabin are Harry (Eliza’s child) and
Uncle Tom’s nameless children, and the reader should note that while these infantile
black bodies have not suffered, they are denied any sort of personhood or subjectivity
within the novel as well. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, then, pain and suffering are the only
points of access through which black characters can acquire a narrative subjectivity. A
subsequent question, however, is whether or not this rubric for the creation of novelistic
subjectivity is race-blind; is the only way for white characters—and perhaps even white
readers—to perceive their own subjectivity accessible through this same rhetoric of pain
and bodily suffering?

Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain (1985) describes physical suffering as being
“exceptional in the whole fabric of psychic, somatic, and perceptual states for being the
only one that has no object” (Scarry 161). What Scarry calls the “objectlessness” of
physical pain describes an important consideration in reading the pain of Stowe’s Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, as it is a novel that locates suffering almost exclusively within the
physical. The “obdurate materiality” that characterizes black bodies in the text—
limiting them to signifying only as bodies—subsequently limits the type of pain that
these bodies can register. As a result, the depiction of pain that the reader encounters in
Uncle Tom’s Cabin is objectless, and “this objectlessness, the complete absence of
referential context, almost prevents it from being rendered in language” (Scarry 162).
Indeed, physical pain always invokes the issue of the ineffable, that which cannot be
uttered; when the cruel slave-owner Legree, for example, kills Tom, the reader is denied
the privilege of witnessing it. The narrator tells us that “scenes of blood and cruelty are
shocking to our ear and heart. What man has nerve to do, man has not nerve to hear”
(Stowe 587), and, it seems, man has not nerve to say. The “blood and cruelty” makes
obvious the fact that Tom suffered “torture, degradation and shame” (Stowe 587) in a
specifically physical manner, but the narrator’s inability to describe this physical pain—
to make it material within language—instead inscribes it within the realm of the
ineffable. Narrating the ineffable, however, is little more than an act of deferral; in
refusing to narrate, the onus of the creation of Tom’s pain falls onto the shoulders of the
reader, by means of an act of imagination.

The objectlessness of pain “may give rise to imagining by first occasioning the
process that eventually brings forth the dense sea of artifacts and symbols that we make
and move about in” (Scarry 162); in short, pain encourages imagination because it is
through imagining—a state comprised “wholly [of] its objects” (162) — that pain sheds
its objectlessness, and thus, the danger of ineffability. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, pain
becomes utterable through imagination, the process through which textual pain gains an
object. The imagining that allows for the articulation of pain, however, is not performed
by the enslaved characters—those who actually feel/ the pain—but instead by the readers
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and white characters who identify sympathetically with them. Scarry argues that “pain
only becomes an intentional state once it is brought into relation with the objectifying
power of the imagination: through that relation, pain will be transformed from a wholly
passive and helpless occurrence into a self-modifying and, when most successful, self-
eliminating one” (164). This modification and elimination of the self resonates strongly
with Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, in which we see the integral role that
imagination plays in the displacement of self in the deployment of sympathy. In
describing the process of sympathizing, Smith writes:

...it is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his
sensations...by the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, conceive
ourselves enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and
become in some measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea
of his sensations, and even feel something which, though weaker in degree, when
they are thus brought home to ourselves, when we have thus adopted and made
them our own, begin at last to affect us, and we then tremble and shudder at the
thought of what he feels. (30)

The most significant task of the white characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin is that of
sympathy. Sympathy is also the work of the readers of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, as we are
ordered, at the end of the text, to “feel right. An atmosphere of sympathetic influence
encircles every human being; and the man or woman who feels strongly, healthily and
justly, on the great interests of humanity, is a constant benefactor to the human race.
See, then, to your sympathies in this matter!” (Stowe 632, emphasis original).

The command to sympathy, as Smith and Scarry show, is coterminous with the
command to imagine, for the ability to sympathize at once necessitates an impossible
absolution of difference and harmonizing of feelings between sufferer and sympathizer.
In an effort to inhabit the pain of the sufferer, the sympathizer must imagine, to some
degree, that he is the sufferer, but there is a crucial difference: the pain that the
sympathizer feels is what might be called a second-order physical pain, induced by “the
thought of what [the sufferer] feels,” not the physical violence that causes what the
sufferer feels. To return to Scarry’s argument, sympathetic identification, an experience
intimately related to imagination, allows the sympathizer to “transform” pain from a
“wholly passive and helpless occurrence into a self-modifying and, when most
successful, self-eliminating one” (162). Sympathetic identification with the pain of
another, then, appropriates the sufferer’s pain and transforms it into a means of
suffering through which the sympathizer—who is now also the sufferer—maintains, and
even gains, a great deal of agency. Such is the experience of the white characters in
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and, I would argue, its white readers. The sympathizer-turned-
sufferer’s pain, however, whether he experiences it on an emotional, or even on a
physical level, is always intrinsically different from that of the suffering body with
whom he sympathizes, for the suffering body—especially the black suffering bodies in
Stowe’s novel—is limited to its own materiality, and subsequently a pain that
constitutes “a wholly passive and helpless experience.” Thus the physical pain of
slavery in Uncle Tom’s Cabin can only work to disempower its victims, but it will
simultaneously work to empower those who sympathize with them. The privilege of
sympathy, then, represents less a state of commensurate suffering than a site of access;
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this begs the question, however, of the motivation of those who strive to inhabit the
suffering of another, and further demands that we question the role of imagination in
this desire for someone else’s pain. What is the difference, in this case, between
imagination and fantasy?

Imagination and fantasy, while certainly distinct in some ways, are psychic
processes that are always in danger of overlapping. Indeed, Freud sees little difference
between the two; in his essay “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,” he contends that
the writing of fiction is “the art of creating imaginative form” (Freud 436), and that the
act of creating this “imaginative form” originates in “phantasy.” The author “creates a
world of phantasy which he takes very seriously—that is, which he invests with large
amounts of emotion” (Freud 437). The notion of fiction as a “world of phantasy”—
which Freud equates with the “imaginative form”—provides a provocative point of
departure for an examination of sympathy, because if fantasizing and imagining are
analogous, sympathetic identification with a suffering body is actually fantasizing about
inhabiting that suffering body. We are to understand sympathy, then, as a process
ineluctably enmeshed within the expression of desire, for “the motive forces of
phantasies are unsatisfied wishes, and every single phantasy is the fulfillment of a wish,
a correction of unsatisfying reality” (Freud 439). Sympathy demands that we imagine
the suffering of others, and actually that we fantasize about enduring pain that does not
exist in our own lives; the reader should note that, unsurprisingly, black characters are
always objects of sympathy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, never those that sympathize.

Though useful, employing Freudian psychoanalysis as an interpretive tool in
examining the masochistic implications of sympathetic identification perhaps renders
the issue more abstract than it need be. For more practical, and perhaps more
compelling evidence, one need only return to the historical context surrounding the
practice of sympathy, or Stowe’s novel itself. Print culture in antebellum America, for
example, saw a sharp increase in “tracts and essays [that] sought to rouse maternal
instincts in defense of slave women and children. Mothers who failed to make the
connection were admonished point-blank to imagine the sale or murder of their own
children” (Clark 483-84). Other “tracts and speeches instructed readers and listeners to
imagine that they were being whipped or to imagine that their children were standing on
the auction block” (Clark 479), and “humanitarian reformers frequently commanded
readers to act as imaginative witnesses to the spectacle of suffering”® (Haltunnen 327).
Female—and often white— abolitionists coined the phrase “voluntary motherhood”
(Clark 484), invoking the long tradition of sexual coercion and rape of female slaves,
and to encourage sympathetic identification, encouraged white women to “‘fancy
yourselves every moment liable to be polluted—and, if you refuse submission, to be
lacerated, then forced by your tyrant to comply’” (quoted in Clark 483-484). Sympathy

® Halttunen, “Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain,” p327. The issue of the “eyewitness
account” is also of significance here, as Halttunen contends that it “appealed to the popular
voyeuristic taste for scenarios of suffering” (313), as well as lent credibility to the account—even
if the “eyewitness account” was imagined. Elizabeth Clark notes in her essay (cited above), “‘The
Sacred Rights of the Weak,” that The Annual Report of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery
Society...1852 (New York, 1852) reports that “during an incredulous discussion of Eliza’s escape
across the ice floes in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a man...piped up, ‘It is true; I knew the man who
helped her out of the river” (Clark 467n9).
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represents a nineteenth century American “praxis, not theory” (Clark 479) in which
“fancying” constituted as crucial a component as feeling. Such “fancying” on the part
of the “intended audience of white northerners” (Clark 467) of submission to beatings,
whippings, humiliating exhibitionism and rape, while certainly appropriate material for
invoking sympathy, also recalls images that are par for the course in many of today’s
pornographic publications. Indeed, Karen Halttunen suggests that “a growing
predilection for scenarios of suffering was, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, becoming increasingly central to pornography qua pornography” (Halttunen
314). Historically, then, readers were frequently being asked to imagine—and
fantasize—about submission to pain. Sympathy, however, inextricably entwined this
pain with pleasure, as it was said to be “‘a dear delicious pain,” ‘a sort of pleasing
Anguish,’—an emotional experience that liberally mingled pleasure with vicarious
pain” (Halttunen 308). In Freud’s essay, “A Child is Being Beaten,” he writes that the
“delicious pain” of reading Uncle Tom’s Cabin provided “onanistic gratification” (107)
for the reader—Freud’s analysand—and that Freud defined his patient’s “onanistic”
pleasure as specifically masochistic.

Many of the white characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin express similarly
masochistic desires to have their bodies reduced to the “obdurate physicality” of the
slave’s body, and subsequently subjected to the same treatment. The narrator of Stowe’s
novel constantly invokes a rhetoric of subjection in describing the white characters, and
frequently allows these characters to express themselves through this rhetoric as well.
Mr. St. Clare wonders, for example, “how much [he] might bring. Say so much for the
shape of [his] head, so much for a high forehead, so much for arms, and hands, and legs,
and then so much for education, learning, talent, honesty, religion!” (Stowe 216) In
questioning how much he might “bring,” St. Clare is fantasizing about putting his body
on the auction block, having it reduced to its parts and evaluated accordingly. A similar
scene occurs in George Aiken’s dramatic rendition of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852); when
Ophelia returns to Vermont, Deacon courts her, exclaiming,

DEACON: Ah! Well, I think I do wear well—in fact, I may so remarkably well.
It has been observed to me before.

OPHELIA: And you are not much over fifty?

DEACON: Just turned forty, I assure you.

OHPELIA: Hale and hearty?

DEACON: Health excellent—look at my eye! Strong as a lion—look at my arm!
A No. 1 constitution—look at my leg!

(Aiken V.ii.423)

At this moment, Deacon and Ophelia are performing the auction block, with Deacon
playing the slave and Ophelia the prospective buyer. Though she stops short of looking
at his teeth, Ophelia still appraises Deacon and watches him dismantle his body, giving
every piece a price.

Further examples of the rhetoric of subjection of Uncle Tom’s Cabin include
statements such as: “Miss Ophelia was the absolute bond-slave of the ‘ought™ (Stowe
227); “the senator smiled, as if he rather liked the idea of considering himself a sacrifice
to his country” (112); “Mr. St. Clare found his sultana no way ready to resign her slave”
(222); Mrs. St Clare, “after her marriage, found it easier to submit than contend” (295);
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[white] “masters are divided into two classes, oppressors and oppressed” (301); “we
mistresses are the slaves, down here” (240); and “Mr. and Mrs. Shelby both felt
annoyed and degraded by the familiar impudence of the trader, and yet both saw the
absolute necessity of putting a constraint on their feelings” (80). Clearly, the language
of the slave-trade permeates the text, but is not limited to trading slaves. Indeed, this
vocabulary offers something that white characters find attractive, as evidenced by their
frequent use of it to define themselves and their circumstances. Their use of the rhetoric
of subjection, of slavery, operates under the guise of sympathy, though the desire and
ultimately, the lack suggested by the (mis)use of such a discourse demands closer
attention.

Sympathetic identification in Uncle Tom’s Cabin can thus be understood as an
expression of a white masochistic desire for the pain and suffering of the enslaved. The
configuration of the slave as an object of fetish is far from a new idea; Hortense
Spillers, Eric Lott and Marianne Noble, for example, have all written compellingly on
the subject. The black slave—and especially the black male slave—as ‘“North America’s
most coveted body” (Spillers 178, emphasis original), often finds narrative employment
as an “erotic object” (Noble 127), and in the case of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a site of desire
in which white characters locate and appropriate black suffering. The question now
becomes: why? As Judith Butler wonders in The Psychic Life of Power, “how are we to
understand...the cultivation of an attachment to subjection?” (Butler 102, emphasis
original). Slaves were possessions, they did not possess. They had little social power,
and even resorting to claims of masochism does not convincingly explain the white
desire to not only be abused physically, but to have one’s physical work exploited as
well. To answer this question, we must return to the question of subjectivity and its
relationship to the body.

This essay has already examined the correlation between subjectivity and
physical subjection, noting that while socially disempowered, the black bodies in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin claim exclusive right to physical suffering. There exists an undeniable
subjectivity in suffering, and the limited materiality of the black body in Uncle Tom'’s
Cabin thus posits subjectivity within the sole possession of black characters; indeed, it
may be the only thing they possess. To return to Lindon Barrett’s essay on black and
white bodies, if whiteness is “coterminous with nonidentity, displacement, and self-
differentiation—the markers of signification” (321)—we find that whiteness is
constantly positing the meaning of body elsewhere. While black bodies are limited to
their physicality, white bodies are limited to always signifying beyond the physical,
precluding the possibility of a material significance. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, “a second
model of citizenship has emerged around the visible emotions of suffering bodies that,
in the very activity of suffering, demonstrate worth as citizens” (Williams 24).
Unfortunately, though, only figurative citizenship—a consciousness analogous to
narrative subjectivity—is possible for the black suffering bodies within this text, and
only literal citizenship is offered to their white sympathizers. If the foundation of
personhood in Uncle Tom’s Cabin is physical suffering, white characters are effectively
barred from exhibiting a narrative subjectivity. The masochistic desire for black pain
and suffering that manifests itself through the practice of sympathy, then, is also
indicative of the fact that white characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin suffer from a definitive



170 Interactions

lack that can be located in the denial—or impossibility—of an innately physical
subjectivity’.

That is not to say, however, that white characters—or the readers of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin—accept the foreclosure of narrative power without complaint, or without
substitution. Many readers will argue that both white characters and white readers do
manage to acquire a narrative subjectivity in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and in a sense, they
do, through what Elaine Scarry describes as “work”. Work, Scarry argues,
“approximates the framing events of pain and the imagination, for it consists of an
extremely embodied physical act and of an object that was not previously in the world”
(Scarry 170). Work is related to pain in that it

...entails the much more moderate (and now willed, directed and controlled)
embodied aversiveness of exertion, prolonged effort, and exhaustion. It hurts to
work. Thus, the wholly passive and acute suffering of physical pain becomes the
self-regulated and modest suffering of work. Work is, then, a diminution of pain:
the aversive intensity of pain becomes in work controlled discomfort. (Scarry
171, emphasis original)

Would the practice of sympathy, then, not be considered “work™? This essay has
already demonstrated how sympathetic identification appropriates pain and administers
it to the (white) sympathizer’s body in a controlled and inherently autonomous manner;
work, then, like the pain of sympathetic identification, is the transformation of pain
from a passive into an active or autonomous experience. Concomitantly, a body that
works in any capacity must necessarily be endowed with a materiality; the white “work”
of practicing sympathy circumvents the problem that Barrett describes—the fact that
white bodies can only signify beyond, and never as, themselves—by inscribing the
white body with the signification of sympathetic “worker.” In their capacity as
producers, the bodies of white characters—as well as those of the privileged readers of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin who practice sympathy—are ultimately redefined as material, and
subsequently permitted a narrative subjectivity, but only through effectively annexing
black bodies and the pain with which they are invested.

The purpose of this essay is not to undermine the significance of Stowe’s novel;
certainly, there is much merit to be found in its harsh condemnation of the profligacy of
America’s “peculiar institution.” The reader must consider, however, that sympathetic
identification, then and now, is about the dissolution of difference between reader and
character, sympathizer and sufferer. In minimizing the often crucial differences that
distinguish privilege from oppression, or imagined suffering from real physical pain,
there is always a danger of thinking that they are the same, rendering the impetus for
social change liable to be undercut or forgotten. The “work” of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s
white characters, and particularly its twenty-first century readers, then, should perhaps
be the effort and toil of imagining—perhaps fantasizing—a “sentient” mode of response
to the text that is not imbued with notions of appropriation, paternalism and essential
sameness. Until then, Stowe’s “living dramatic reality” (Stowe 629, emphasis original)

7 See Elizabeth Grosz. Jacques Lacan: A Feminist Introduction. Routledge; London and New
York: 1990. pp 64-74.
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of slavery will continue to render readers “white with interest” (Stowe 607) and wholly
incapable of imagining anything actively different.
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Ozet

Acilann Kavramak:
Stowe’un Tom Amca’nin Kuliibesi adh Eserinde
Sempati, Istirap ve Beyaz Oznelligine Sekil Verme

Harriet Beecher Stoweun Tom Amcanin Kuliibesi adli romani, Amerikan kole
karsit1 hareketlerine yaptig1 katkilarla {inlenmistir. Fakat bu ana akim edebiyata mal
olmus roman, ayn1 zamanda, dil kullanimindaki ¢agdas egilimleri ve heniiz gelisimini
tamamlamanmis olan Amerikan dilinin tilkenin vatandaslarin1 tanimlarken nasil isleme
konuldugunu yansitmaktadir.

Okuyucu bazen Stowe’un romaninda gerek anlatict gerekse de karakterlerin
“boyun egme retorigi” altinda “kole”, “baski”, “doviilmek™ gibi kolelik terimlerini
kullanarak etrafindaki diinyayr tanimladiklarimi fark eder. Bu makale Stowe’un
anlaticis1 ve beyaz karakterlerin koleligi tanimlamak icin bahsedilen boyun egme
retorigini kullanmadigini; bunun yerine, kendi yasam ve bedenlerini anlatmak i¢in bu
cagdas diyalogun terimlerini bozduklarin1 ortaya koymayr amaclamaktadir. 7Tom
Amcanmin Kuliibesi’nde siyah bedenlere 6zgii gozle goriiliir bir boyun egme ve aci gekme
egilimi vardir. Bu egilimim yansimalar1 c¢agdas beyaz kole karsiti edebiyat ve
kiiltiiriinde goriilmektedir. Bu makale 19.yiizy1l Amerikan kiiltiiriindeki belgeler halinde
ortaya koyan aci1 ¢ekme olgusuna olan ilgiyi ele alir ve bu aciya olan ilginin aslinda
acinin etkileri iizerine yapilmig kiiltiirel bir arastirma oldugunu ileri siirer: kokleri
bedende sakli olan boyun egme duygusu. Bu makale, sempati, 6znellik ve 1k {izerine
bir dizi elestirel ve teorik yazilar kullanarak, 6zne ve vatandas olmanin anlaminin nasil
19.yiizy1ll Amerikan olgusu olarak aci1 ve beden kavramlar1 ¢ercevesinde yaratildigini
arastirmaktadir.






The Long Walk Home:
V. S. Naipaul and the Narration of Home'

Andrew Martino

Per sopravvivere bisogna raccontare delle storie.
Umberto Eco, L’isola del giorno prima

Life is not what one lived, but what one
remembers and how one remembers it in order to
recount it.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Living to Tell the Tale

Home is, I suppose, just a child’s idea. A house at
night, and a lamp in the house. A place to feel
safe.

V. S. Naipaul®

V.S. Naipaul is a writer who has gone to great lengths to represent himself as
completely exilic. Born in Trinidad in 1932, Naipaul grew up in a transplanted Brahmin
household. His grandfather emigrated to Trinidad from India as an indentured servant.
In 1950 Naipaul left Trinidad to attend Oxford on a scholarship and began to actively
pursue writing. All of Naipaul’s writing, including novels, essays, and travel literature,
can be interpreted as an attempt to come to terms with his colonial condition and Indian
ancestry. The confrontation between Naipaul’s idea of an India of his ancestors and his
encounter with the “real” India is detailed in his book, An Area of Darkness: A
Discovery of India. 1t is, | believe, at that ontological intersection, the intersection where
romantic idea and reality meet, that Naipaul’s conception of himself, and ultimately his
view of civilization matured. The topic of this paper is to explore Naipaul’s
juxtaposition of the narratives of India he heard while growing up with that of his first
visit to India as recounted in An Area of Darkness. Ultimately, Naipaul discovers that
the notions of India (in family lore and physically) are incompatible. Furthermore, this
paper argues that home for Naipaul exists within his writing and not in a geographically
specific place such as Trinidad, India, or England.

If one is to take Naipaul’s statement concerning home in the epigram above
seriously, then one would be forced to confront the possibility that traditional
conceptions of home have outlived their usefulness. Certainly the concept of security,
warmth, and comfort are indissolubly related to our conceptions of home. Yet, as An
Area of Darkness makes quite clear, those concepts prove to be false, or trap doors in
the human need to feel at home in the world. As Naipaul states quite early in An Area of

' An early version of this paper was delivered at the 2003 South Atlantic Modern Language
Association conference in Atlanta, Georgia.
2 The Observer. September 12, 2004.
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Darkness: “And it was clear that here [India], and not in Greece, the East began: in this
chaos of uneconomical movement, the self-stimulated din, the sudden feeling of
insecurity, the conviction that all men were not brothers and that luggage was in
danger” (3). Especially after September 11, 2001, our notions of security have
undergone a fundamental shift. What was once comfort, now leans toward a militaristic
sense of security; a security I would add, that is ultimately false. In this post 9/11 world
the reader of An Area of Darkness can identify with Naipaul’s moody desperation
concerning humanity that had been largely absent before. Home and being at home can
no longer be considered the inalienable right of the Occident.

An Area of Darkness functions not only as a title, but as a metaphor for the
idealized India of Naipaul’s ancestors. Darkness is a resonant and complex metaphor
that runs all throughout Naipaul’s writing. In some cases it stands for the obvious; the
unknown or the unknowable. In others it stands for the outside world beyond the safety
zone of familiarity and community. In others still it may stand for the past; both
personal and collective. The reader of this incredible and at times maddening book
follows Naipaul’s episodic excursions through various parts of the sub-continent.
Through his journey Naipaul is hoping to discover that the ambiguous idea of the India
he grew up with in Trinidad would correspond to the actual India he physically
encounters in his travels. But such a correspondence cannot occur because, as Naipaul
comes to realize, the reality of something can never live up to the idea. Although traces
of its customs and traditions were evident in Trinidad, Naipaul states that India was
never “real for him in any significant way” beyond that of a place from which his
ancestors had come. India, in this sense, was never “home” for Naipaul, just as Trinidad
had never been “home” for him: “And India had in a special way been the background
of my childhood. It was the country from which my grandfather came, a country never
physically described and therefore never real, a country out in the void beyond the dot
of Trinidad; and from it our journey had been final. It was a country suspended in time”
(21). Naipaul’s project in An Area of Darkness is to return to India in order to reclaim
the real India for himself. However, when Naipaul arrives in India he simultaneously
feels a part of the crowd (in that he now resembles others in skin color) and apart from
the crowd (in that he cannot connect with the mentality of the physical India). As we
shall see, the increasing momentum toward a vagabond-like persona lends a powerful
aura of spectrality to Naipaul the traveler and Naipaul the errant narrator.

“India is a country of chaos, both bureaucratic and social,” Naipaul informs us
over and over. It is against the backdrop of this chaos that Naipaul begins (rather
quickly) to disassociate himself from not only the India he finds himself in at the time
he is writing but what he calls the “idea of India,” which informs so much of his past.
Out of this collision between past (the idea of India as indoctrinated in him through his
ancestors) and present (what Naipaul will call “India, the world’s largest slum”),
Naipaul begins to form a persona that will render him enigmatic and ontologically
homeless. It is at this stage that his correspondence with the notion of the picaro begins
to take seed. Alexander Blackburn defines the picaro in his book The Myth of the
Picaro, as “A member of a caste subject to scorn, suspicion, forced into a marginal
position” (9). Naipaul’s self-projected marginality coincides with certain characteristics
of the picaro, especially as conceived as “the one who is apart from the crowd.”
Naipaul’s marginality marks him as a continuos threat to the sedentary custodians of
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literature. That is, those who deem what literature and what authors should or should
not be representative of a culture. Naipaul’s frequent outbursts and general ill humor
often makes him an easy target for academics across the globe.

As Stuart Miller writes in his 1967 study, The Picaresque Novel, the hero of the
picaresque stands apart from the “accepted” definition of what we usually come to think
of as the hero:

The hero of the picaresque novel differs from characters in other types of fiction.
His origins are uncertain. He becomes a rogue in a world full of roguery. His
roguery differs from comic roguery in being gratuitous. He cannot love or feel
strong emotion; he is incapable of anchoring his personality to some idea or ideal
of conduct. His internal chaos is externally reflected in his protean roles. This
instability of personality is seen in the picaresque novel as a reflection of the
outer chaos discovered by the plot patterns. (131)

It is this profound sense of marginality, of homelessness, of not belonging to any one
place, time, or community, combined with the fact that Naipaul finds himself in a
chaotic and unstructured world (the Postcolonial World itself is a shambles precisely on
account of the pullout of Empire) that will inform his highly opinionated view of
civilization: “To define is to begin to separate oneself, to assure oneself of one’s
position, to be withdrawn from the chaos that India always threatens, the abyss at whose
edge the sweeper of the gay girl sits” (44). I do not feel that Naipaul is speaking only of
the chaos of India here; he is making an assessment of his own relationship to his past—
a past that he discovers in An Area of Darkness, which cannot correspond to the
structured ideal. Thus, what Naipaul ultimately discovers is that he is indefinable;
ontologically homeless in the most resonant sense. With a writing that is steeped in
bitter disappointment, Naipaul separates himself from his past by judging it, and in the
harshest manner possible. However, this judgment is also an auto-critique in the sense
that he is taking himself to task for undertaking the search for his past in the first place.
As Naipaul states in his novel A Bend in the River (1979), “The world is what it is; men
who are nothing, who allow themselves to become nothing, have no place in it” (3).
That “the world is what it is” constitutes the harsh realization Naipaul comes to while
traveling through India, the land of his ancestors, fifteen years before 4 Bend in the
River.?

An Area of Darkness was written while Naipaul was still a young man (in his
early thirties), and it can be a devastating experience to discover that one’s past is
largely based upon an illusion, or a fairy tale, containing only fragments of fact.
Naipaul’s bitterness emerges through his interactions with other Indians while on the
sub-continent. Yet that bitterness is also self-directed. Naipaul resents the living
conditions of the Indians and their third world status. Everywhere he looks he sees filth
and extreme poverty. I believe that Naipaul’s harsh criticism of India is inspired by a
fear of locating this same uncleanliness in himself. An Area of Darkness represents a

3 It is perhaps also significant that the title of Naipaul’s recent novel is Half a Life (2001), a title
that suggests that Naipaul has yet to come to terms with his colonial condition. In his latest novel,
Magic Seeds (2004), Naipaul continues the trials and tribulations of Willie Chandran, his
character who is in search of belonging to anything.
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defining moment in Naipaul’s life because it constitutes a fundamental break with the
past that will submerge Naipaul into a dualism: “It was a journey that ought not to have
been made; it had broken my life in two” (289). From 1964 on, Naipaul would continue
to fight that dualism by writing and by traveling throughout the world. In many respects
his travel books are much more “literary” than his novels. However, I suggest that
attention should be paid to how Naipaul looks at the world, rather than to what he says.
His judgments are often harsh to the point of racism, but his tireless pursuit of the
“truth” (to allow people to tell their own stories) is, I believe, sincere. What Naipaul
discovers in India between 1962 and 1964 is that, while we are all products of our time,
as well as our heritage, an attempt to reclaim the past is always accompanied by a
danger of losing ourselves completely to a bitterness informed by the illusion of the
past. Therefore, one of the central motifs of An Area of Darkness could be a warning
that not only can one not go back, perhaps one should not even try. For Naipaul the
price was the loss of any mooring to his heritage—a heritage that turned out to be
utterly foreign to him.

Yet, to hypothesize that the title, An Area of Darkness suggests merely that “you
can’t go home again” (to borrow a phrase from Thomas Wolfe) is both simplistic and
erroneous. Naipaul does return to the land of his ancestors by returning specifically to
the nineteen acres of his grandfather’s land. What Naipaul comes to realize is that
despite everything he is the one who is out of place. He does not belong to India, just as
he does not belong to England or Trinidad. Naipaul, for what little effort he makes to
discover India (to be honest about this, Naipaul is not exactly culturally understanding),*
comes to realize not only his alienation from that land but his alienation from England
as well. In one particularly illuminating section of An Area of Darkness, Naipaul
discusses the search for identity during his childhood in Trinidad:

For in the India of my childhood, the land which in my imagination was an
extension, separate from the alienness by which we ourselves were surrounded,
of my grandmother’s house, there was no alien presence. How could such a thing
be conceived? Our own world, though clearly fading, was still separate; and an
involvement with the English, of whom on the island we knew little, would have
seemed a more unlikely violation than an involvement with the Chinese or the
Africans, of whom we knew more. Into this alienness we daily ventured, and at
length we were absorbed into it. But we knew there had been change, gain, loss.
We knew that something which was once whole had been washed away. What
was whole was the idea (emphasis mine) of India. (199-200)

The “idea of India” dwells in the house of his grandmother; an “idea” that is
progressively receding into the darkness of forgetfulness. Naipaul’s bitter

* Naipaul’s preoccupation with the display of public defecation is almost excessive. The sanitary
conditions of India are never truly explored in his book, but they are judged quite harshly and
unforgivably. It is almost as if Naipaul can recognize himself in the “filth” he describes, in part,
because he does come from India and is unable to come to terms with that recognition. Naipaul
has dubbed the Third World, the “Turd World” exclusively for its lack of “civilized” restroom
practices and sewage disposal. It is a fundamental motif in his travel literature, and one wonders
at the degree of impact the (to my knowledge, unthought) practice of public defecation has had on
Naipaul.
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disappointment at encountering the “real” India calls that India into question, and it also
calls the legitimacy of his grandmother’s house into question. That, I would suggest, is
key in understanding Naipaul’s exilic nature, which is absolute and consuming, as well
as satirization of the Third World. Belonging to no place and no time, Naipaul
continually returns to the only “home” he knows; his writing. Naipaul’s home is
constructed through the agency of his writing. That is, if Naipaul’s exilic condition
informs every fiber of his being, and it is inherent in human nature to build a home, to
put down roots, then Naipaul must be constructing a home through the writing of his
texts. The text becomes the only ground to which Naipaul can cling. Through the text
Naipaul is assuring himself that he is human, that he is somehow, fundamentally a part
of something. The text in this sense becomes not only an artifact leaving a record of one
man’s life and assumes the role of ontological informant. The “idea of India,” that “area
of darkness” which Naipaul attempted to penetrate physically (the actual journey to
India), failed (through an unwillingness or inability to understand “them”), and has now
been redirected toward an exploration of that darkness through the agency of writing.
Naipaul is an intellectual (regardless of whether one agrees with his ideology, he does
constitute a resonant “voice” in the contemporary world) who has attempted not to
understand, because he is often unwilling, but to afford others the opportunity to tell
their own stories. Naipaul begins his book Beyond Belief: Islamic Excursions Among
the Converted Peoples (1998) with a clear outline of his project: “This is a book about
people. It is not a book of opinion. It is a book of stories. The stories were collected
during five months of travel in 1995 in four non-Arab Muslim countries—Indonesia,
Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia. So there is a context and a theme” (xi). The “context and
theme” is that people would be allowed to speak for themselves. Yet, interestingly with
Naipaul this is never quite possible. Naipaul is the quintessential “outsider,” whose
presence continues to haunt the landscapes of his writing. He is that specter-like
character who constitutes the apparition of the “great” writers of the nineteenth century.
When Naipaul stated that the novel as genre was bankrupt, he was alluding to the
authority of the nineteenth century masters and the renegades of postmodernism. With
postmodernism the author as authority figure is called into question.

The “too overwhelming reality” that is India must be assimilated into the psyche
for Naipaul to come to grips with his past, and this is done through the agency of
writing about India. In the final section, “The Village of the Dubes,” Naipaul returns to
his ancestral land; the remaining 19 acres of his grandfather’s farm. It is here that
Naipaul comes to a complete realization that he is fundamentally exilic:

India had not worked its magic on me. It remained the land of my childhood, an
area of darkness; like the Himalayan passes, it was closing up again, as fast as I
withdrew from it, into the land of myth; it seemed to exist in just the timelessness
which I had imagined as a child, into which, for all that I walked on Indian earth,
[ knew I could not penetrate.

In a year I had not learned acceptance. I had learned my separateness
from India (emphasis mine), and was content to be a colonial, without a past,
without ancestors. (274)

Naipaul’s definition of the colonial as “without a past, without ancestors” is telling.
What we must keep in mind is that Naipaul is always speaking in the context of the first
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person: this is his ontological condition. When he finally arrives at the thinking which
informs Beyond Belief, he has moved further toward the margin of story-telling—he has
assumed the role of the post-colonial picaro—that roguish traveler who calls the
hegemonic discourse of the Occident into question.

Naipaul exists in an “area of darkness” that he is constantly trying to penetrate
through the agency of writing. As such, he has consciously decided to leave his own
past behind because it was not, nor could it have been, the past for which he had been
searching. That past belonged to the memory of his grandmother’s house, replete with
people, smells, talk, and emotions. The India that Naipaul had been searching for
existed (note the past tense—for now it has been tainted by the “real” India) entirely
within his imagination. As he states in his follow up to An Area of Darkness, titled
India: A Wounded Civilization: “In India I know I was a stranger; but increasingly I
understand that my Indian memories, the memories of that India which lived on into my
childhood in Trinidad, are like trapdoors into a bottomless past” (Xiii).

Naipaul’s search for India ends in bitterness, a bitterness that has carried over
into his writing since that time. The notion of a search can, if we are to read Naipaul
carefully, reveal only the simulacra; the copy of a copy from which there is no original.
He discovered that he was not what he thought he was, which caused him a profound
sense of anxiety. The danger resides in finding oneself, as Naipaul did, completely cut
off from the past:

The world is illusion, the Hindus say. We talk of despair, but true despair lies too
deep for formulation. It was only now, as my experience of India defined itself
more properly against my own homelessness (emphasis mine), that I saw how
close in the past year I had been to the total Indian negation, how much it had
become the basis of thought and feeling. And already, with this awareness, in a
world where illusion could only be a concept and not something felt in the bones,
it was slipping away from me. I felt it as something true which I could never
adequately express and never seize again. (290)

Naipaul’s slip toward the edge of the “negation” of his Indian heritage was not
complete. There exists a spark which still has a claim on him. An Area of Darkness was
Naipaul’s first book on India; there would be two more: India: A Wounded Civilization,
and India: A Million Mutinies Now. However, it is India’s claim upon him, and not
Naipaul’s claim upon India that emerges after his first journey there. An Area of
Darkness is an intensely personal account of the sub-continent, and should be read as
such. It is during his travels in India, and not upon the occasion of his first travel book,
The Middle Passage that Naipaul begins to form his exilic persona. Naipaul’s exilic
state has afforded him the opportunity to exist textually within the “space of encounter.”
Naipaul’s errancy (in the sense that Blanchot defines it) is one that both threatens
negation continuously (the idea of India is always in strife with the reality of the
encountered India) and informs his being. Fundamentally tied to this negation is the
vocation of writing. He states in his essay “Prologue to an Autobiography” that he
inherited his “fear of extinction” from his father: “...His fear of extinction. That was his
gift to me. That fear became mine as well. It was linked with the idea of the vocation:
the fear could be combated only by the exercise of the vocation” (111). Naipaul’s
father’s madness resided in his failure to become a writer. He failed to heed the call to
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writing; the will to narrate—thus imposing a form—without which hover the voices of
madness and estrangement. Writing becomes not only an act of resistance against
negation, but, and perhaps most importantly, a way of dwelling in the world. “And it
was that fear, a panic about failing to be what I should be, rather than a simple ambition,
that was with me when I came down from Oxford in 1954 and began trying to write in
London. My father died the previous year. Our family was in distress. I should have
done something for them, gone back to them. But, without having become a writer, 1
couldn’t go back” (111). In order to combat the very real possibility that he had
inherited his father’s madness, Naipaul knew he had to become a writer (implying
something much more than simply “the act writing,” but writing as a process of
discovery). In order to write he had to go back—but in literary form first—then
physically. Naipaul’s status as a writer functions to combat madness and extinction by
imposing a form; and that form is narrative. However, this existential homelessness
should not be thought of as completely negative. Without his state of homelessness
Naipaul would not be able to explore other “areas of darkness.”

Naipaul has stated over and over again that he belongs to no literary tradition.
What he does belong to is a will to form (his own orientation is inspired by the “great”
novels of the nineteenth century), to narrate the stories of what he sees as outsider—as
dissident voice fighting against the noise of a postmodern schizophrenic howl.

As Pankaj Mishra states in his introduction to Naipaul’s recent collection of
essays, appropriately titled, The Writer and the World, “It is hard to think of one writer
so fundamentally exilic, carrying so many clashing fading worlds inside him. But
what’s more remarkable is that Naipaul’s acute sense of lost glory and contentment [and
here I must interject and ask what glory, what contentment? And whose? Naipaul’s, or
the worlds he chooses to explore?], his anguished perception of deception and
tragedy—[again I must interrupt and recall that Naipaul states ‘The world is what it
is’—our inherited tragedy as a species]—things inseparable from his background and
experience—co-exist with an attitude of acceptance and optimism, with a well founded
faith in human striving and perfectibility. These visions aren’t usually compatible. But
they work together in Naipaul, give his work its peculiar tension and richness, and make
it the most sustained and wide-ranging meditation on our world” (xv). Naipaul’s
“meditation on our world” somehow suggests that it is not kis world, that he cannot
belong to it, that he dwells in a condition of spectrality. In this sense, Naipaul is surely
on the periphery of community, but community in the sense of the world at large. It is
only such an individual, who may perhaps resist the impulse to keep moving at first,
that can truly make an engagement with the world because the individual has no
reference points from which to form a prior opinion, or “view.” Naipaul is a writer
without definition. His texts are the closest thing we have to understand the writer, and
his texts are always in a process of becoming.
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Ozet

Eve Daha Cok Uzun Bir Yol Var:
V. S. Naipaul ve Ev Anlatilar

V. S. Naipaul kendini tamamiyla siirgiin olarak temsil edebilmek i¢in evinden
¢ok uzaklara gitmistir. Romanlari, denemeleri ve seyahat yazilar1 dahil olmak {izere,
Naipaul’un biitiin eserleri, somiirgeyle ilgili ve Hintli atalarina dair kendi durumunu dile
getirmek i¢in yapilmis birer girisim olarak yorumlanabilir. 1962 ile 1964 yillar1 arasinda
Naipaul Hindistan’a ilk ziyaretini gergeklestirir. Bu ziyaret onun An Area of Darkness:
A Discovery of India adli ikinci seyahat kitabinda detaylandirilmistir. Bu makale,
Naipaul’un; Trinidad’ta bilyiirken kulaktan duyma Hindistan anlatilarin1 Hindistan’a
yaptig1 ilk ziyaretiyle bir arada degerlendirmesini arastirmaktadir. Sonugta, Naipaul
Hindistan hakkinda duydugu bilgilerin, oraya yaptigi yolculuk sirasinda karsilagtigi
gergeklerle ortiismedigini kesfeder. Buna ek olarak, bu makale “ev” olgusunun Naipaul
icin Trinidad, Hindistan ya da Ingiltere gibi cografi olarak belirlenmis bir mekanda
degil, yazdigi metinlerin i¢inde var oldugunu ileri siirmektedir.



Teapots and Transcendence:
The Search for Language in Virginia Woolf's
The Voyage Out and Mrs. Dalloway

Terri Beth Miller

According to her journals, Virginia Woolf’s literary project was to “reimagine
the novel” (Mrs. Dalloway, vii), to construct a new form of writing centered not upon
the grand events and extraordinary circumstances which preoccupied literature up to
that time, but rather upon the psychological nuances which inform everyday life and
connect human beings to one another in hidden, often surprising, ways. A comparison
of Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out, with perhaps her most famous work, Mrs.
Dalloway, reveals the complexities relating to the achievement of Woolf’s literary
project, which necessitated the evolution of a new literary language and technique that
would, as Woolf had hoped, alter the very look and feel of the modern novel. The
novels’ diverse narrative techniques, symbologies, and characters illustrate various
trajectories in Woolf’s own search, as an artist, for a linguistic economy capable of
articulating a view of life as she saw it, while other issues of authorial development,
particularly as revealed in Mrs. Dalloway’s rectifications of a number of The Voyage
Out’s technical problems, demonstrate the extent to which the warping and delimiting
effects of existing literary and linguistic paradigms threatened the success of Woolf’s
creative project.

While the ten years which separate the writing of The Voyage Out (1915) and
Mrs. Dalloway (1925) would see a restructuring of certain narrative forms and the
refinement of the symbolic economy at work in Woolf’s first literary excursions, the
ideologies underlying and informing her oeuvre alter very little. What connects these
two novels most significantly is the assertion of a transcendental philosophy, unique in
that it is divested both of religious implication as well as of the traditional spurning of
the material (The Voyage Out, xxvii). Rather, the driving force behind both these works
seems to be the expression of an ostensibly unutterable, immaterial reality which
simultaneously encompasses and undergirds the manifestations of the physical world,
including, importantly, systems of language. This enveloping system, an ether or, to
speak in terms more closely related to Woolf’s own symbolic economy, an
undifferentiated sea, is both the source of human consciousness and of the material
realm which informs it, as well as the graveyard to which all such things return. The
role of the artist, primarily, is to extract iterative meaning from this fluid causal force.
From this paradigm, then, comes Woolf’s comparison of the act of writing to the
process of “tunneling,” of digging not simply into the individual unconscious but also
into the primordial beingness which she felt unites humanity and belies the sense of
individual distinctness. In a review of Dorothy Richardson’s novel, The Tunnel, Woolf
described the task of the modern writer: “The method, if triumphant, should make us
feel ourselves seated at the center of another mind and ... we should perceive in the
helter-skelter of flying fragments some unity, significance, or design” (Women and
Writing, 29).
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Woolf conceived of her art as a preexisting language, a tapping into the
amorphous, omnipresent reality manifest first in the ineffable realms of the human
unconscious and given material form by the writer in the words which emanate from it.
In a letter to Vita Sackville-West, Virginia Woolf describes her process of writing thus:

[1]t is all rhythm...A sight, an emotion, creates this wave in the mind, long before
it makes words to fit it and in writing...one has to recapture this and set this
working (which has nothing apparently to do with words) and then, as it breaks
and tumbles in the mind, it makes words to fit it. (qtd. Roe, 23)

Because this reality exists first outside language, the process of translating it into words
inevitably leads to distortions and deletions. Indeed, according to Roe, with each new
publication, Woolf was tormented anew by the feeling of having left something out of
her work, a fear so acute during the publication process of The Voyage Out that Woolf
insisted upon nine distinct revisions of the text and ultimately suffered a severe mental
breakdown following the novel’s final release (Roe, 39). The discussion which follows
will endeavor to trace Woolf’s herculean project to create a new literary form capable of
honoring both the gloriously beautiful physical world and the generative, recuperative
immaterial realm that permeates and unites all things in it.

Before delving into the myriad thematic, symbolic, and narrative intricacies of
the text, an evaluation of one of The Voyage Out’s emblematic passage may help to
encapsulate the ideas which will be presented here. In a scene in which the newly-
engaged Rachel prepares to respond to her friends’ congratulatory letters, Woolf writes:

Terence, meanwhile, read a novel which someone else had written, a process
which he found essential to the composition of his own. For a considerable time
nothing was to be heard but the ticking of the clock and the fitful scratch of
Rachel’s pen, as she produced phrases which bore a considerable likeness to
those which she had condemned. She was struck by it herself, for she stopped
writing and looked up; looked at Terence deep in the arm-chair, looked at the
different pieces of furniture...at the window-pane which showed the branches of a
tree filed with sky, heard the clocking ticking, and was amazed at the gulf which
lay between all that and her sheet of paper. Would there ever be a time when the
world was one and indivisible? (308)

Within these few short lines lie many of the motivating factors which inform not only
entirety of The Voyage Out, but also Mrs. Dalloway. Here, Woolf touches upon the
writer’s anxiety of influence; the seeming incompatibility of material fact, symbolized
by the bedroom furniture, with an awareness of an as yet undefinable metaphysical
yearning, exemplified by the sky-filled tree branches; the unifying force of time,
suggested by the ticking clock, and the inability of communication, especially in the
form of written language as it is encountered in the text of The Voyage Out, to make
human beings known to one another or to express such multitudinous, complementary
and contradictory realities.

The Voyage Out’s protagonist, Rachel Vinrace, exemplifies Woolf’s attempt to
discover a means of articulating the undifferentiated sea underlying her transcendental
philosophies. The daughter of a sea captain, Rachel’s affinity is with the “drowned
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things” of the world; she is perceived to have lived her life perpetually among “old
bones and pearls,” (Terence, her fiancé, remarks that the first time he met her, her hands
were wet) and, indeed, Rachel’s own self-description is that she is both “mermaid” and
ungovernable wind. Her journey into, and ultimate rejection of language, suggests the
inadequacy of contemporary systems of representation to articulate the truth of human
experience, the fatality of endeavoring to make that truth conform to existing
paradigms. When she is first introduced to the reader, her reticence, based upon a fear of
saying the wrong thing, renders her virtually speechless. With the arrival to the colony,
however, she is taken under the tutelage of her Aunt Helen, the avatar of worldliness,
who embarks upon a process of education based primarily upon “talk” and “reading.”
At first awed by the power of novels, Rachel begins to assume the identities of the
heroines about whom she reads, alternately adopting the posture of tragic self-assertion
of Ibsen’s Nora and of the long suffering wife, Diana of the Crossways. Her reading of
Gibbon inaugurates the period of the decline of Rachel as a sea-nymph, as the young
woman Rachel is appropriated into the hierarchized (inevitably to her detriment, as a
female) patriarchal society, informed and reflected by its language—and its texts.
Rachel’s dissatisfaction with both language and books begins to manifest itself
most strongly after her engagement to Terence. She disdains the blank mediocrity of her
compatriots’ congratulatory letters—although she, too, commits the same transgression
in responding to them, indicating the degree to which this previously mute but (at least
potentially) free girl is now implicated in the very system she repudiates. She seems at
first stricken with Terence’s descriptions of the novels he intends to write, only later to
assert the primacy of music and her own frustrations that Terence’s interruptions
collapse the structures she endeavors to build by means of a Bach fugue. The
dichotomies illustrated in this passage in particular, especially in Rachel’s comparison
of life to a shaft of sunlight and Terence’s rebuttal of feeling as solid as an oak rooted to
the very bowels of the earth, represent a fundamental concern in Woolf’s oeuvre, to
emblemize the coexistence of the two seemingly incompatible systems of reality—the
immaterial and ineffable and the tangible and utterable. In his book Between Language
and Silence, Howard Harper argues that The Voyage Out is an attempt “to explore
various modes of awareness, in search of one—or of a synthesis, perhaps—that will be
ultimately satisfying... [W]hat the narrative finally discovers... is an ‘immovable
duality... [T]he work arises from the tensions between (these dichotomies)” (31). While
it is certainly true that this novel’s catalyst is the tension between these competing
systems, and that this book sets the tenor for the ocuvre as a whole in its awareness and
exploration of the duality, Woolf’s existential philosophy held strongly the belief that
the boundaries between these two realities were extremely porous, the one always and
inevitably penetrating, and being penetrated by, the other. Her concern as a writer, then,
was not, as Harper seems to suggest, to posit a theory of a fixed and
“immovable”duality, but to find a language capable of expressing an theory of existence
that defies the conceptual logic of language—and textuality—as it existed before Woolf’s
own writing transformed it. The metaphor of sunlight and oak trees will undergo an
important evolution, as will be considered later, in the discussion of the narrative forms
and symbolic economy of Mrs. Dalloway. What is most interesting in the present
metaphor, however, is that, in this early novel, the incompatibility of the two systems
leads inexorably to the death of the representative of one, Rachel. Because at this young
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stage in her writing career Woolf cannot yet envision an alternative to the hegemony of
traditional (and patriarchal, because standard discourse reflects the character of the
society in which it is enacted) language and textuality, her heroine, rather than submit to
the discursive regime, must exit the conflict entirely—forgoing all efforts toward a viable
self-representation in exchange for the return to an all-embracing quiescence.

It is a mistake, however, to delimit the nature and functioning of the “sea” to
which Rachel returns in death to a feminist reading. While there can be no question that
one concern in The Voyage Out, as well as in the oeuvre as a whole, is the dissemination
of a feminine language for the assertion of feminist projects (Woolf herself was devoted
to such causes), Woolf’s complexity and comprehensiveness as a writer preclude her
works from falling into the trap of the single-purposed polemic. Indeed, while Woolf
insists that writing by women will necessarily be distinct from writing by men, and thus
inevitably will address the by no means homogenous concerns of female authors
(Women and Writing, 48-52), the woman writer’s primary responsibility, according to
Woollf, is to her art, not to any political agenda. Woolf argues that the woman writer “is
no longer pleading and protesting as she writes. We are approaching...the time when her
writing will have little or no foreign influence to disturb it. She will be able to
concentrate upon her vision without distraction” (48). Numerous critics, including
Howard Harper, Sue Roe, and Jane Goldman, whose insights, as will be seen, have
proven helpful to various other aspects of this discussion, have read the romance plot of
The Voyage Out largely from such a feminist perspective, ascribing to Rachel’s death
simultaneously a fatal overwhelming of female sexual desire and an extinction through
exhaustion of patriarchal language.

While the sea here does signify Rachel’s escape from a stultifying patriarchal
language—and from the marriage plot ascribed to her both within the literary canon of
her time and in the society at large—that is far from its only function. As the ubiquitous
metaphor for an underlying—and unifying—beingness, the source of the artist’s creation
and reality’s manifestations, the image of dropping to the bottom of the sea indicates not
simply an escape from patriarchal language in particular, but from language, an artificial
construction, in general. Her death is a return to origins, as well as the reversal of the
illusion of human discreteness. The Voyage Out is filled with the terror of aloneness, of
the fragility and divisibility of loved ones, and, importantly, of the inadequacy of
language to fill the gap which separates one human being from another. The
omnipresent sea imagery ameliorates the characters’ terror of isolation even as it refutes
the arrogance of presumed individuality. Rachel’s wish upon her death is for diffusion,
dispersion, for a return to the truth of who she is—a mermaid, a dweller among
shipwrecks and pearls, a wave in the undifferentiated sea. Her death symbolizes the
artist’s retreat back to the source of the creative imagination—having, for a time,
exhausted all conceivable means of expression. In this context, then, the reading of
Milton’s Comus, because of its theme of rape and virginity, is frequently cited by
critics, including those listed above, as evidence of a fatal sexual inertia or, conversely,
erotic paranoia, also lends itself quite legitimately to be interpreted as the failure of
language. Rachel, in her delirium, attempts to recount the poem’s lines, only to find that
the “effort worried her because the adjectives persisted in getting in the wrong places”
(342). While the feminist, psychosexual reading of this important passage
unquestionably is a proper one, in a novel preoccupied with the failure of language,



Teapots and Transcendence 187

such a reading must not displace an alternative interpretation of the scene as emblematic
of the canon’s inability to describe—or sustain—such a one as Rachel (and, by extension,
Woolf).

Significantly, however, the typical death plot, as utilized in The Voyage Out,
nevertheless does succeed in articulating Woolf’s transcendental philosophies, though
perhaps in ways more subtle than will be enacted in the revolutionary writing
techniques of Mrs. Dalloway. Rachel, so like the artist in that both are creatures of the
“sea,” having sunk to the bottom of the ocean, for a time releases the language of the
novel from meaningful signification in an almost metaphysical cathexis of the material
and immaterial realms. The chapter following her death opens with the description of an
audible respiration blanketing the colony and yet issuing from no corporeal source,
while sunlight is said to gleam off black windows (368-369). Less surreal, but more
overt in articulating Woolf’s philosophical design, St. John Hirst returns from to the
hotel from the house of the dead and is immediately solaced by the indistinct voices of
those surrounding him, by the sight of a chess game on a table and a basket full of yarn
on the floor. The fact that Woolf chooses to end her novel not with the death of its
heroine, but two chapters later, with the spiritual healing of Hirst by means immaterial—
disembodied voices—and material-human possessions, illustrates Woolf’s determination
to achieve her literary objective using whatever textual methods available until a new
mode of communication can be envisioned. In Women and Writing, Woolf argues: “To
try the accepted forms, to discard the unfit, to create others which are more fitting, is a
task that must be accomplished before there is freedom or achievement” (67).

In addition to utilizing the traditional death plot as a means of articulating the
transcendental philosophy, The Voyage Out posits alternatives to constricting forms of
traditional language. The Bach fugue mentioned above is only one instance in which
music functions as a form of communication and unification among individuals. The
most important of these scenes occurs during the party at the hotel. The text describes
the revelry which takes place in the darkness of night—darkness functioning in this text
(much more so than in Mrs. Dalloway, as will be discussed later) as the corollary to the
sea, the agent which occludes distinction and engenders a primordial existence (e.g. the
life of the jungle). In this scene, dawn comes before the party has ended. What had been
beautiful, riotous, and joyful in the candle lit night is deemed by the revelers as
grotesque and embarrassing in the light of morning. Their awareness of their disheveled
appearance echoes the Biblical story of Adam and Eve’s first cognizance of their
nakedness, an indication of the pair’s fallen state, which then resonates in this story with
the imagery of the fall activated in Rachel’s engagement scene. Rachel’s music alone
soothes this troubled spirit. Her piano playing calls her friends to her side, where they
listen, spellbound and pacified, before dispersing for a contented sleep at the music’s
end. Susan’s comment that the music is lovely, that it “seems to say all the things one
can’t say oneself” (170) resounds with implications for Woolf’s metaphysical
philosophy and the literary project in which she endeavored to articulate it. Conversely,
the discouragement Rachel frequently encounters in regard to her music—in addition to
Terence’s interruptions, Helen, too, impedes Rachel’s playing, asserting music’s
inferiority to the rationality of language—illustrates an inherent social resistence to that
which is intangible and beyond words. Rachel’s death, in addition to suggesting
acquiescence in the face of a linguistic system incapable of expressing the truth of
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Rachel’s (and Woolf’s) reality, also removes her from a social context unequipped to
understand her. These oppressive relationships will be explored in greater detail in Mrs.
Dalloway, particularly within the context of marriage, and indeed, the shifting of
emphasis from the strictures of language to the strictures of society seems to suggest
that as Woolf’s own powers as a writer grew—her ability to articulate with integrity the
truth of her unique life’s philosophy—the more painfully acute became the constraints of
the individual social role.

Darkness in The Voyage Out, as was touched upon above, functions in the
symbolic economy of the text as another means through which Woolf attempts to
articulate the omnipresence of a surrounding, generative, and unifying beingness. In
“Modern Fiction,” Woolf writes: “Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically
arranged; but a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the
beginning of consciousness to the end” (qtd. The Voyage Out, 399). The Voyage Out’s
darkness reiterates the metaphor of the luminous halo. The expansion of human
consciousness, in Woolf’s writing, is little more than a push into this rich, generative
unknown. The text’s beautiful description of the colony by night emphasizes the
immediacy of this pervasive, creative force, even as its occlusiveness, fittingly painted
here as darkness by Woolf, renders it difficult if not impossible to conceptualize and
articulate in traditional language. Woolf writes:

[Tligers...stags...and elephants coming down in the darkness to drink at
pools...and the earth, robbed of detail more mysterious than the earth colored and
divided by roads...For six hours this profound beauty existed, and then as the east
grew whiter...the ground swam to the surface. (112, emphasis mine)

In this sense, darkness does not, at least in this novel, play a subordinate role to
sunlight, as some feminist critics have claimed, nor does it necessarily function as a
refutation of the traditional gender hierarchy of male as the sun god, and female as dark
continent or moon goddess, her light being merely a reflection of the sun (Goldman, 16-
18). Rather, darkness is neither quiescence nor vacuity—it is, instead, not only
mysterious and fecund potentiality but also a restive, if hidden, plentitude. With this in
mind, a scene involving Rachel’s fiancé bears special consideration. On the evening
following the party, Terence finds himself wildly traversing the jungle, unable to
contain the emotions Rachel has engendered. In response, Terence frantically spouts a
stream of words, including, significantly, the repetition of the phrase “about Rachel,
about Rachel, about Rachel.” This incantatory chant, leveled against a young girl whose
relationship with language is an ambivalent one, is almost threatening in both intent and
effect, seeming to endeavor to reign this ostensible sea-nymph into the realm of
traditional language. Yet, in an effect very similar to what will occur in the jungle
during their engagement, Terence’s words quickly lose meaning and eventually subside
into silence. In this instance, he is not silenced by the riotous profligacy of the jungle
and its trees, but rather by the darkness, which “numbs him” to such an extent that he
must physically “shake off” the effect before he can return home and reenter society
once again. Woolf writes: “The night seemed immense and hospitable, and although it
was so dark there seemed to be things moving down there in the harbor and movement
out at sea. He gazed until the darkness numbed him” (191).

The silence which darkness provides plays an important role throughout the text
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and in Mrs. Dalloway as well. In the former, the insistence seems to be upon those
things which people cannot say, while in the latter, the preoccupation shifts to what
people do not say. This distinction has important implications for the development of
both narratives. While silence in the symbology of both texts signals suspension, the
anticipation of an acceptable form of expression, silence in The Voyage Out functions
more sinisterly in so far as it usually appears in the wholesale absence of an alternative
means of communication—a lack which, indeed, ultimately takes the life of the heroine—
whereas, much of the narrative force of Mrs. Dalloway, derives from the exploration of
various alternative forms of communication, most obviously exemplified by the title
character’s parties, as will be discussed later.

In The Voyage Out, the text’s most critical moments, those most directly
imbricated in the fate of the heroine, coincide with an atmosphere of silence. The river
excursion into the heart of the jungle is utterly bound in a strange rhetoric of silence.
Words “flicker and die out;”’they lose all meaning, and the voice of the jungle—in its
chaos of trees and its malicious, chuckling monkeys—alone seems capable of expressive
utterance. Not coincidently, Terence and Rachel are described repeatedly in these
scenes as having “dropped to the bottom of the sea”. The engagement occurs in the
midst of this oppressive silence. Woolf writes:

The silence was then broken by their voices which joined in tones of strange
unfamiliar sound which formed no words...Sounds stood out from the
background, making a bridge across their silence; the heard the swish of the trees
and some beast croaking in a remote world. (283)

When the engagement comes, it wrings tears from Terence and leads Rachel to deem
the “churning waters” she hears hateful and intrusive. In this hostile environment,
which, as it has been discussed above, is a sort of re-enactment of the fall, Terence
conjures the words which Rachel then parrots, signifying both his defiance of the silent
sea and her relinquishing of agency to follow him in his defiance. Significantly, their
engagement is sealed without the words having been spoken.

Though this passage certainly—and legitimately—subscribes itself to a feminist
reading pertaining to the fatality of marriage to Rachel’s project of self-creation,
especially in relation to the analysis of marriage undertaken, as described above, in Mrs.
Dalloway, perhaps nowhere in the text are the problematics of Woolf’s literary project
more crucial than in this scene, though evidence supporting this fact comes much later
in the narrative, when Woolf asserts that the love between Rachel and Terence is “not
the love of a man and a woman.” Woolf writes: “Although they sat so close together,
they had ceased to be little separate bodies; they had ceased to struggle and desire one
another ... It might be love, but it was not the love of man for woman™ (327). To Rachel,
her engagement signifies an effort to overcome the sense of discreteness and isolation
which renders language ineffectual and human unions pitiably fragile. The atmosphere
of silence and of the insensibility of language in which Rachel’s engagement takes place
evokes, in Woolf’s symbolic economy, the presence in the textual moment of some kind
of creative impulse, an imminent attempt to manifest the immaterial. Thus Rachel’s
engagement suggests an attempt to enact in her married life the union of one human
being with another in a paradoxical homage to and defiance of this metaphysical reality
from which it is derived. This paradigm, like so many others in The Voyage Out, will be
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expanded upon in Mrs. Dalloway, as Clarissa, whose parties are efforts to “combine and
create” (not coincidentally, these are the precise terms also used to describe Rachel), to
embody the intangible bonds which link human beings.

Rachel, as will be elaborated on in greater detail in the discussion of Mrs.
Dalloway, also shares characteristics with the novel’s second protagonist, Septimus
Warren Smith, in that the society in which both live mandates that these characters act
as scapegoat figures. In Rachel’s instance, her fiancé is most strongly implicated in the
narrative’s drive toward Rachel’s death. Significantly, Terence, the man with whom
Rachel agrees to attempt this project of communion, ostensibly shares the same goals,
but his interruption of Rachel’s music, his eagerness to return to London, and his habit
of controlling Rachel’s speech reflect the perhaps unconscious hypocrisy of his
assertions. Presumably loving the wild freedom of his fiancee, Terence’s ultimate
affiliation is with the very system-—social, linguistic, textual-that Rachel must die to
escape.

The Voyage Out, Woolf’s first novel, already goes a long way toward achieving
one of Woolf’s important writerly goals—the capturing of life in its minutest detail,
painting in words the epiphanal moments buttressed by life’s everyday mediocrities.
Yet Woolf’s project could not be a complete success until a re-envisioning of narrative
form had taken place. At the time of The Voyage Out’s final publication, Woolf had not
yet conceived of a method of fully metaphorizing the ideas she wished to convey.
Despite the sea which permeates the text, which Woolf by this time has already to
learned to use to suggest the strange amorphous unity inherent in her philosophy, her
characters remain discrete, isolated units, her narrator visiting them systematically one
person at a time—a limited presence moving methodically from one box-like hotel room
to the next. An important indication of the limitation of the narrative voice occurs most
strikingly in a passage at the beginning of the book. Woolf writes:

[T]he dreams were not confined to (Clarissa) indeed, but went from one brain to
another. They all dreamt of each other that night, as was natural, considering how
tin the partitions were between them, and how strangely they had been lifted off
the earth to sit next each other in mid-ocean. (49)

This brief interlude suggests that Woolf at this moment was moving toward, but had not
yet found a means adequate for an articulation her transcendental theory. Perhaps it is
no coincidence, then, that the subject of this passage, Clarissa Dalloway, should also be
the heroine the novel in which Woolf authorial ambition was finally realized.

While the emblematic passages of The Voyage Out primarily pertain to the
inadequacies of language to express the truth of a reality intuitively known yet painful
to human beings by virtue of its very inexpressiveness, Mrs. Dalloway’s hallmark
moments suggest a triumph of authorial invention; here, Woolf narrativizes her life
philosophy with an admixture of the solemnity owed to such an august theory and joy in
the metaphorization of the once unutterable. She writes:

It was unsatisfactory, they agreed, how little one knew people. But
(Clarissa)...felt herself everywhere; not ‘here, here, here;’...but everywhere. She
waved her hand going up Shaftesbury Avenue. She was all that. So that to know
her, or anyone, one must seek out the people who completed them: even the
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places. Odd affinities she had with people she had never spoken to, some woman
in the street...even trees...[S]ince our apparitions, the part of us which appears,
are so momentary compared with the other, the unseen part of us, which spreads
wide, the unseen might survive, be recovered somehow attached to this person or
that, or even haunting certain places after death. (Mrs. Dalloway, 153)

Perhaps even more critical to the assertion of Woolf’s theory of life is what this
explanation goes on to argue regarding human relationships—an issue unresolved in The
Voyage Out. She writes: “You were given a sharp, acute, uncomfortable grain—the
actual meeting; horribly painful as often as not; yet in absence ... it would flower out,
open, shed its scent, let you touch, taste ... get the whole feel of it and understanding”
(153). In one page, the complicated theory which agonized, and ultimately aborted, the
text of The Voyage Out, finally gets articulated. More importantly, this articulation
becomes possible because Woolf has at last conceived of a means of narrativizing it,
utilizing Septimus’ suicide, as will be discussed in further detail later, to engender in
Clarissa the appreciation of the pregnant darkness enveloping the light of human
consciousness and uniting each human soul in its ethereal embrace.

Perhaps the most revolutionary aspect of Mrs. Dalloway, then, is not, as is most
often cited, its brilliance in capturing the impressions, crises, and significations of a
single day. What may be more important even than this is the realization of a new
narrative technique, one which solves the problematics of storytelling inherent in The
Voyage Out as discussed above. The very narrative technique of Mrs. Dalloway
succeeds in suggesting Woolf’s theory of a permeating, unifying beingness. This
narrator glides like smoke—or sea waters or ocean breezes—through the consciousness
not merely of the main characters but also through all those consciousnesses
surrounding them, be they connected to one another only by a so-called “moment of
space,” such as hearing the same chiming of Big Ben or seeing the same mysterious
motorcade pass. The narrative voice often gives little indication as to whose
consciousness is being addressed at any given moment, and indeed exhibits numerous
instances in which a character’s consciousness is scarcely implicated at all, the narration
instead seemingly reflecting a sentience which could possibly be ascribed to some form
of collective unconscious, the churning of some vast, unnameable sea.

The primary events within the text, especially as pertains to Clarissa and
Septimus, themselves comment upon this narrative technique. When considered in light
of The Voyage Out, it seems appropriate that Mrs. Dalloway’s Clarissa and Septimus be
construed as the bifurcated double of Rachel. By splitting her, Woolf found a means to
simultaneously accommodate the sacrifice needed to bridge the textual and linguistic
gap between the incompatible systems that have been described above while also
allowing her heroine to live. Clarissa, like Rachel, is a child of the sea. Her memories
are filled with images of the beach at Bourton. As she stands on the sidewalk, she feels
“out to sea, adrift, alone” (8), and when she makes her grand entrance at her party that
evening, she does so wearing her “mermaid dress.” Unlike Rachel, however, and though
at times herself longing for diffusion and dispersion, such as that experienced by Rachel
at the end of her novel, Clarissa is not made to atone with her life for aspiring to
surmount the breach between the two systems. Rather, Woolf assigns the role of the
scapegoat to Septimus, Clarissa’s double.

A World War I veteran and victim of shellshock, Septimus, like Rachel upon her



192 Interactions

deathbed, is a drowned figure. The failures and brutalities of his civilization cast
Septimus into the role of the redeemer. While Rachel cannot continue to live because
she cannot articulate an alternative text to the one socially prescribed for her, Septimus
dies because of an excess of language. Where The Voya