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ABSTRAcr

This dissertation examines the complex and multi-faceted ,vays in "'hich

contemporary minority ""omen's fictions may be thought of. both generically and

individually. as praetices of bearing ,vitness to silence - practices ofgiving testimony to the

presence of lives. e..xperiences. events and historical realities which. otherwise. have been

absented From the criticai terr::lin of North American literary studies. For the most pan. the

texLS induded in this srudy all tell tales of\·arious. and often exueme. fonns ofse.xuaJ. racial.

gender. colonial. national and cultural violence. Through readings ofselea \\'orks by Toni

.\lorrison. Shani ~lootoo. Arundhati Roy. Louise Erdrich. M.K. Indira. Mahasweta Devi and

Leslie Femberg. 1argue for the ~vays in which these fictions may be understood as situated

~'i[hin the bounds of a genre - a genre that attempts to provide an account of what we

mi~ht caB -the haif not toId.'· 1examine these fictions. bath generically and specifically. as

texts \\'hich have the abiliry to make severai important critical interventions in the field of

liter.uy studies. Firstly. these te~LS have the potential to negotiate the impasse that feminist

J.nd postcoloniailiterary scholarship finds itself in around debates aoout the relationship

bem'een theory. actÏ\'ism and experience - as weIl as in debates about the relationship

bem"een violence. beauty. culture. subjectivityand desire. Secondly. the fictions under study

help to challenge our \'ery definitions of \\'itnessing. Witnessing. in these works, is not

simply a marrer of -speaking out" agaimt violence. but ramer Ûle issue ofmaking space for

the affective and emotive dimensions ofvarious kinds ofsilences and silencings. Finally. in

attempting to chart more precise vocabularies with which to assume readings of these

narratives. my thesis also helps to think aoout the "'"ays in \\t°hich reading. \\Titing and story

telling may. themselves. he seen as profoundlyethica1 undenakings that seek to give evidence

of and testimony to complex histories of gender, race, nation and sexuality.
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RÉSUMÉ

Cene dissertation examine les multiples facettes de la littérature contemporaine des

femmes de minorité. et les façons avec lesquelles on peut les percevoir en rant qu'e.xercices

de témoignage du silence - en tant que témoignages de la présence de vies. d'expériences.

d'évènements et de réalités historiques qui. autrement. ont été écanés du terrain mtique des

érudes littéraires nord-américaines. La plupan des textes inclus dans cene étude rapportent

sur des fonnes variées. et souvent ex'trèmes. de violences sexuelles, radales. coloniales.

nationales et culturelles, A travers la lecture d'oeuvres choisies de Toni Momson. Shani

.\lootoo, Arundhati Roy. Louise Erdrich. ~1. K. Indira. Mah3S'\Teta Devi et Leslie Feinberg.

je décris les façons par lesquelles on peut comprendre ces oeU\TeS en les situant à l'intérieur

d'un genre - un genre qui essaie de rendre compte de ce que l'on pourrait appeler"la moitié

non r:lcontée, - Jexamine ces pièces fictives comme des tex"tes qui ont l'abilité de faire

plusieurs intef'\'entions critiques dans le domaine des études linéraires. Premièrement, ces

te:\.1:es ont la possibilité de négotier l'impasse dan51aquelle la recherche littéraire féministe et

post-coloniale se retrouve lorsqu'il a trait aux débats sur la relation entre la théorie.

l'acti"isme et l'e."C:périence - ainsi qu'aux débats sur la relation entre \iolence. beauté. culture

et subjecti\ité. DelLxïèmement. les oeuvres étudiées nous aident à ré-e.'C31lliner notre propre

définition du témoignage, Dans ces oeu\Tes.le témoignage n'est pas simplement question

d'expression contre la \-iolence. mais plutôt question de faire une place pour les dimensions

affectives et émotionnelles de différents types de silences et de censures, Finalement. en

essa~':lIltde déflnir un vocabulaire plus précis avec lequel on puisse assumer la lec.ture de ces

pièces. ma thèse aide aussi à penser alLX façons par lesquelles la leaure et récriture peuvent

en soi. être perçues comme des travaux profondément éthiques qui cherchent à rendre

é'.idente et à témoigner de ces histoires complexes de sexe~de race, de nation et de sexualité.
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There is a süence that cannot speak.
There is a silence that will not speak.
BeneaÙl Ùle grass and the speaking dreams and beneath the

dreams is a sensate sea. The speech that frees come from that amniotic
deep. To attend to its voice. 1can hear it say. is to embrace ilS absence.
But 1 fail the task. The l\'ord is stone.

1 admit il.
1hate the stillness. 1hate the stone. 1hate the sealed vault ""'ith

its cold icon. 1hate the staring into the night. The questions thinning
into space. The sky s~'allowing the echoes.

Unless the stone bursts ~vith telling. unless the seed flo~rers \vith
speech. there is in my life no li\ing ",,'ord. The sound 1hear is only sound
Wffite sound. Words. ~'hen they faIl. are pack marks on the earth. They
are hailstones seeking an underground stream.

If1could follo~' the stream dO~'n and do\\n to the hidden voice.
~'ould 1 come at last to the freeing ~'ord? 1ask the night sky but the
silence is steadfast. There is no reply.

- Joy Koga~·a. Obasan

;\'1other. one stone is l\'edged across the hole in our history
and sealed \vith blood ~·ax.

In this hole is our side of the story. exact figures.
headcounts. buriaI artifacts. documents. lists. maps
sho~'ing our \\'ay up through the stars; lockets of brass
containing aIl textures of hair clippings.
Ir is the half that has never been told. sorne of us
must tell it.

- Loma Goodison. - Mother the Great Stones Got to Move."
Selected Poems

1 kno~' the use of fiction in a world of hard truth. the \\,'av fiction
cao be a harder piece of truth. The story of what happenect o~what did
not happen but should have - that the story cao become a OJrtain dra~n
shut. a piece of insulation. a disguise. a razor. a (001 that changes every
(ime it is used and sometimes becomes something other than we
intended. The story becomes the thing needed.

Two or three things 1kno~· for sure. and one of them is what it
means to have no loved version of your life but the one you make.

- Dorothy Allison. T\\to or Ihree Thinis 1 Kno~' for Sure
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INTRODucnON

Between Speech and Silence:
The Art ofTestimony
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The ride of my dissertation o\\tes a debt to Toni Morrison. ,,"ho in her

:\fte~'ord to her first nove!. The Bluesr Eve. speaks of the ,,'ay in "'hich this work

\,\'as, first and foremost. her effon to "shape a silence" \\<'hile "breaking it" ar the

same time" Like Morrison. aIl of the ~\'riter5 1 \\,'ill be discussing in this study see

fiction-\'\Titing as a practice of" bearing \vitness" to silence. However. this practice

of \\'ltnessing is not simply a matter of "speaking ouf" against silence and

silencings. but rather the issue of making space for the affective and emotive

dimensions of -a silence that cannot speak.'· or "a silence that ,,'ill not speak."

This practice of \\'itnessing i5 thus not only about discovering the words behind

certain kinds of inarticulations, but also about finding a means to trace out the

\"ery contours or shapes of silence, ln tum. my intention in \\<'riting this thesis is to

examine the complex and multi-faceted ~'ays in ~'hich contemparary minority

't\·omen·s fictions may be thought of. both generically and individually. as praetices

of bearing \\'itness to such moments of nan-discursivi(\", Thev are endeavours. 1
~ . ,

argue. that seek to give presence (a lives. expenences. events or historical realities

\\·hich. othef\\'ise. seem (0 have -no living ~'ard- in the critical rerrain of NoM

American litera!!r srudies - studies. for the most pan. that rely heavily upon the

analytic languages of western liberal tradition. Accordingly. my dissenation

Toni Morrison. Afterv.·ord. The Bluest Eve (~t:\\' York: Plume. 1970> 216,
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anempts to chart ne"r. more precise vocabularies with which to assume readings

of narratives that faH outside of such a tradition. My work aiso helps [0 think

about reading. writing and story-telling as. themselves. profoundlyethical

undertakings mat often give evidence of and testimony to those silences and

silencings that arise out of complex experiences and histories of violence. love.

loss. anger. pain. hope and intimacy.

For the most part. the texts inciuded in this dissertation ail tell tales of

\·arious. and often extreme. fOnTIS of sexual. racial. gender, colonial. national or

cultural \·iolence. As such. 1 am tempted to argue that these fictions may be

understood not only as examples of a .. genre." v:hich anempts to provide an

3ccount of \\that we might cali .. the half not tald." but also as examples of

narrations ~'hich demand the formulation of ne\\' ways of reading. This

formulation is required. in pan. because prevalent modes of literary analysis and

criticism do not seem to be able ta provide an accaunt of the ways in which such

staries offer testimonies ta the M unspeakable" - \vays that have both political and

affective reverbations for readers.; The first set of fictions 1 examine in my thesis

includes Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eve, Shani Mootoo's Cereus Blooms al Night

- The: us~ of the ward -g~nre:- h~re: mighr s~rn suange:. and perhaps even quit~

prohle:lTl3tic. within the context of such 3 study -- hm 1 us~ it hecause 1 w3nt ta in.o;ist mat these
works 3r~ 3 few of a distinctive sdection of te:xt.'i "'hich hdp [0 sketch out the contours of a cenain
hody of ;1 writing. In pan. chis genre:. or hody of v.'l'iting. is distinetiv~ not slmply in tenns of the
fonn.o; of;1 romanc~. e:pic or sorne other distinctiv~ "'ay of -saying- a stary. hut rather in tenno; of
the tonns of sile:nce us~d. or the distinctive ways of aIticulating the aet of - not-saying- - an aet
which yet. overwhelmingly. makes use: of and n::inV~nL~ th~ complex psychological possibilities of
the: novel fonn. What should he striking is that the very existence of such a genre must therefore
bt: d~~nd~nt. in pan. on a reader's ahiliry ro recognis~ it as such: accordingly. the bound'i of this
genre must con.~tandr he shifting according to whether or not then: is the presence of sorneone
who Lo; able ta -ht:ar- what is -not said. - Ir is for this re3..'iOn. too. then. mat this particular -genre
is marked not 50 much by the fonns and structures it uses. but more interestingly. hy the u:ay il is
read and u:by.
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and Arundhati Roy's The Gad of Small Thin~s. When read together. these three

novels serve as witnesses to both the violence and unspeakability of ineest. among

other things, Narrated largely through the perspeaives of children. these novels

describe a kind of \vitnessing that takes place primarily at the somalie level - for

example. in the form of \vatching. observing. listening to or otherwise sensing and

absorbing the various violences. pains and pleasures of one's immediate cultural

or familial environment. The next set of fictions that 1 examine include Louise

Erdrich's Tracks and ~I.K, Indira's Phanivamma. In contrast to the first collection

of te~L.S. ~\'hich highlight for the most part certain private deaths or traumas. the

emphasis in these rn'o novels is on the ~vitnessingof the historical. as weil as

individual. violences and lasses associated \\'ith conquest and colonisation. Tracks

3nd Phanivamma focus on the relationship bet~\'een witnessing and memory - that

is. on the practice of remembrance as a means of bearing \\'itness to certain

disappearances \\'ithin history, The last set of fictions 1 examine include three

short staries by ~'Iahasweta Devi - .. The Hunt.- -Draupadi." and "Douloti" - and

Leslie Feinberg's noveL Stone Butch Blues, These fictions explore. both explicidy

and specificaIly. the links bet~\'een reading. ~'riting, passion and politics - or the

relation of forros of intimaq.· ta various modes of acting and reflecting.

~1y different fictional examples thus help me to chart an analytic trajeaory

that follows From a discussion of '9.'itnessing as visceral incorporation, through to a

consideration of \vitnessing as remembrance. and finaJ1y to a conceptualisation of

~'itnessingas doing or acting in the world, These texts and this trajectory seek to

illuminate the ways in which aas of imaginative witnessing function, in the face of
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violence and .. othering." also as gateways out of violence; as means of healing and

connection~ as practices of beaur)" and desire~ and as \vays of seeing. listening.

kno~ring or imagining "othen\'ise.·· Consequently. a11 of the narratives 1 consider

in my thesis - through their distinctive and elaborate understandings of ""hat it

means (0 experience, observe. remember. listen to. speak about. or act in

opposition (0 violence - force us to reconsider conventional meanings of .. bearing

\\"itness ,. and even the act of .. gi\'ing testimony," as ""el1 the particulaI'

instrumentality or ethical force of literature. \vitnessing and storytelling to different

kinds of political projects that seek. among other things. to mobilise against

\'iolence and oppression.

Historically. of course. the notion of "bearing 'witness" has been connected

\\"ith questions of truth. e\'idence and authentication. As a legal expression. a

\\'itness is someone who has observed a certain event and who testifies to this

observation in a court of la\\'. under oath. in order to authenticate a particular facto

ln its religious sense, (0 ~\"itness is (0 pranounce and affirm the truths of a religious

faith in a public forum. In more secular terms, the act of ""itnessing is the act of

dedaring, on the basis of personal. or .' eye-\\·itness." observation that something is

true. Consequently. genres of "'Titing such as autobiography, documenta!)', oral

histary and other types of testimonial narratives become modes of witnessing

because of the ""ay in ""hich such narratives are rooted in personal experience or

observation, As John Beverley explains. what is at stake in testimonial writing is

the question of a text's relation to the real such that testimonial writing .. is not, to

begin "lith. fiction. We are meant to experience bath the speaker and the
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situations and events recounted as real. The legal connotation implicit in its

convention implies a pledge of honesty on the pan of the narrator. which the

listener/ reader is bound [0 respect.·· -' In such forms. then. there is a direct link

assumed between narrator and author. Breaching the distinction between public

and pI'iv3te. the narrator of a testimonial is Ma real person who continues living

and acting in a real social history that also continues." ~ Moreover. the situation of

the narration in testimonial works generally involves .. an urgency to communicate.

a problem of repression. poverty. subaltemity. imprisonment. struggle for survival.

and 50 on. implic3ted in the act of narration itself.··: The testimonial narrative

differs From other more "literary" forms in the \\'ay it bears a necessiry to place its

narrative in the \\'orld. and through the narrator's words and eyes, to provide

e\"idence regarding the truth of a panicular historicai and social reality.

HO\\te\'er. as Georg Gugelberger "'rites. testimonial narratives foreground

not just the question of what is real. but also the issue of what can he reaLt'

Testimonial \vriting thus does not simply .. document" a reali~'; it helps to establish

that reality through the narrator's speech act. In other words. testimonial writing

helps to bring into being cenain subjectivities that did not necessarily exist prior to

the act of telling. Funhennore. the narrative cornes to Iife. or cornes to have

John fkverlt~Y, MTh~ Margin al th~ C~n(er: On Testimonio.- The Bgl Thin~r Ts:stirnonjal
Oiscotlr;e and Latin Arns;rjça. ed. Georg M. Gugdherger (Durham: Duk~ UP. 19(6) 27.

. Beverl~' 3ï.

, Beverley 26.
-, Georg M. Gugdherger. M Introduction: In.~titutionalizationand Transgression: Testimonial

D1SCOUrs~ and Beyond.- Th~ Beai Thing' Ts:stiwonial Discourss and ylin ArnSriça. ed. Georg M.
Gugdbc:=rger (Durham: Duke CP. 1996) ;.
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effect. through the bond berween the speaker and Iistener. What is of greatest

import. then. in testimonial narrative is the powerfui affirmation of the speaking

subject. In the words of Beverley. the main formaI aspect of testimonial narratives

is .. the voice that speaks to the reader in the fonn of an '1' that demands ta be

recognized. that wants or needs ta stake a daim on our attention. This presence

of the voice. ~\"hich \ve are meant to experience as the voice of a real rather than

fictional person. is the mark of a desire not ta be silenced or defeated."

Wïtnessing \vithin the testimonial narrative thus indicates not oruy what is spoken.

but also the ability of the spoken \\'ord to transform and intervene in actual

political situations and in the lives of the people represented \\'ithin (he teX!.

In a similar vein. most of the \\'riters included in (his dissenation are quite

expiicit about envisioning their \vriting as a form of ··~·itnessing.'· In pan. the term

.. \\'itnessing" helps these authors to differentiate their o\\'n fictional \\'orks from

other kinds of literary texts. ones 'which understand the literary as a sphere

completely separate and detaehed from political. ethical. cultural. practical or

experiential realms. By contrast. the \\'riters inc1uded here ail draw our attention

to the fact that their fictions emerge out of specifie "realities.'· Moreover. these

narratives are attempts to respond to. give due respect to. and oftentirnes change

or make interventions in this reality. The notion of bearing witness. then. conveys

the idea that the acts of \\'riting and reading these fictions carry sorne very serious

and real consequences. In this sense, aIl of the texts included in mis thesis mav

be thought of as "testimonies" of sons. At the same time. they do not qUite fit the

Beverley 28.
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generic description of the testimonial narrative as ouùined by Beverley in that they

are ail clearly fictions. or what 1 might cali .. second-person" testimonies at best.

Perhaps. one of the distinctions benveen these texts and the testimonial narrative

as defined by Beverley has al50 to do with their uneasy relationship to .. speech..,

\\,'hile the standard testimonial affirms the speaking subject. the novels included

here are concemed both \vith ,,'hat can and with \vhat cannot be said. The

complicated relationship between silence. speech. subject-formation and political

action that is established in aIl of these novels is then v.'hat distinguishes these

texts from other testimonial narratives. as weil as from other literaI1' works. and

thus \\'hat marks them perhaps as a genre as yet unnamed.

For this reason. 1 look at these fictions. both individually and generically, as

texts \\'hich have the ability to make important critical interventions in the field of

liter:lrY srudies and criticism. particularly the areas of feminist and postcolonial

litera~' scholarship. These te:-"LS. 1 argue. help us to rethink the v.'ays in which

these fields have conceprualised things like the relationship between theory.

acti\'ism and experience - as \vell as the relationship between violence. beauty.

culture. subjectivity and desire. Of course. one of the milestones of both academic

feminism and postcolonialism has been the recognition of the correlation between

personal and political narratives. For example. second-v.'ave North American

feminism has alv.'ays insisted on the intricate and imponant connections between

\\"omen's narratives and the reconstitution of female voices and subjectivities,

especially in cases of violence. Indeed. one of the most notable strategies within

this movement has been that of colleetively .. speaking out" and .. giving voice" to
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stories of personal pain and violence. thereby breaking taboos about previously

.. unspeakable" experiences that had been buried in shame or secrecy." The

emphasis placed on the need to testify [0 violence serves to highlight a crucial

fact: individual experiences of trauma require to he integrated into a collective

narrative memory that allo~rs traumatic events to be verbalised or cammunicated.

The importance of naming. narratïng and remembering violence thus has to do

~vith the ~'ay in ~'hich such communicative gestures are able ta caU individuals

inta relation ~'ith the lives of others. In tum. these stories are not only able to

offer instances of healing. but also to pro\'ide cnlciallinks between \\'Onlen's

interiarities and the exterior political culture.

But. at the same time. it is impartant to be a~'are of the fact that the aet of

simply "speaking one's trauma" is also. often. not the best or only path of bearing

~\"itness to \'iolence or situations of grave material injustice. One needs to

ackno~\'ledge that there are moments ~\'hen speech. or intercommunication itself.

is \'iolent - moments ~'hen the conte)..LS and ethicaI efficacy of .. dialogical

recipracity"" need ta be questioned. For example. in situations \\'here there has

. Sc:~ Ellc:n Bass and Louist: Thomlon. c:ds. l '=t"vs:r Told ."nyone: Writingt\ hy Women
SlIl'\·1....0fS of Child Ss:xyal Ahuse (~ew York: Ha~rCollins. 1991): Vera Gallagher and William F.
Dodd"i. Spakini Out fightjng Back: Pçrsonal E.'spçnçnces of W'Qmçn Wbo Syrvived Cbild SeXYal
Ahllss: in lhs- Homç (~tt1e: Madrona Publishers. 198;); TQni McNaron and Yarro~· Morgan. ~ds.

\·OIÇÇS jn ths: ~jgb[: \\-"omen Speakini about Incs:st (Minnc:apolis: CJ~is. 1982); Elly OaniCl. 000'(' A
\X-om;lO's Word (Charlon~townPEl: Gynergy Book". 1988). Se~ also Catharin~ MacKinnon's chaplc:r
Qn - con.'idoll.'m~ss raising. - in To~:ard il Es:minjsr Ths:oQ· of lbs: S'jUS: (Cambridg~: Harvard lJF.
1989). S~~. as " ..~ll. Linda Alcoff and Laura Gray. ·Survi\'Qr Oiscourse: Transgr~ssionor
R~cupt:ration.- s= 18.2 Cl993): 260-90 for a discussion Qf hoth the possibiliti~sand limits of
fs-rrurust methodoJogi~s Qf consciousm:ss·raising and "spc:aking out."

In faet. il is imponam to nole Wt the kind of -dialogical. - ·communicativ~- or
"discourse- ethics mat has dominated thinking around questions of violence. injustice. difference
and oth~ring in Western philosophy has been quite inadequat~ in coming to renns with the reality
of such siruations. For exampJes of -diSCOl'rse ethics.- s~e: John RawJs. A Tbeory of Jystice
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been "too much communication." or when contact and exchange between

peoples has taken place on uneven grounds. here the "terrorising potential of

communication" needs tO be considered. 1
' Cenainly. in cases ,,"'here the bodily or

psychological bounds of the self have been transgressed or violated in panicularly

painful ""ays - for example. as in the incest narratives 1 \\'i1l be examining - there

is often the need for a relentless reinstallation of boundaries,li Similarly. in

relations of coercion ",'here self-exposure is continually demanded. silence,

reticence and other kinds of non-communicative gestures may in fact be

appropriate "defence strategies~ to avoid funher appropriation. In facto as You-me

Park notes. \\~hile second-\\'ave North American feminism has been vigilant about

"recovering \\'omen's voices." it is perhaps just as important not to "fetishise

speech" and thereby reduce '\Vornen ta "faceless metaphors" - especially those

that dismiss or essentialise complicated histories of gender. class. nation. race, and

se~:uality that are sometimes difficult to encapsulate \vithin the usual feminist mode

(Carnhridge: Harvard EP. 19i2); jurgen Habennas. MDiscourse Ethics: Nores on a Program of
PhilosaphicaI justification.MMoral Cgn..cjousns:ss and Communiqri\'e Action. trans. Christian
L~nhardt and Shierry Weœr ~icholsen (Cambridge: MIT P. 1990): and Charles Taylor.
~ll1lrjculturalism and [he Mpoljtics gf RecQi"jlioQM (N~' jersey: Princeton l.iP. 19(2), ~ also Seyla
Benhabib. Siwêltmg ths: Sdf: Gender Conynyoït" and Postmodemism in CoptempopllY Ethjcs (N~'
York: Roudedge. 19(2). an account 1 ~;11 rerum ro. in more derail. in the next chaprer. In pan. the
failures of thinkers such as Rawls. Habennas and Taylor in addressing questions of injustice or
lOequiry ha....e [0 do with hov.' the - ideal speech si[uationsMimagined in rheif ~'orks simply do not
accoun[ for the extreme ....iolence through ""hich unequal settings are produced in the first place.

10 jacqueline Rose. ·On the ·Coï....ersality· of Madne~~: Bessie Head's A Question of power,"
Critigl InQpiO' 20 09')4): -l01-18. Here Rose speak.~ specifically of colonialism as an example of a
rneuphoric -rake-o\'erMof the mind and body. She argues that colooialism is a historïcal reality
characrerised. perhaps. by -too mucb communication.Mthus often produdng siruations where
-channels. lines. Win:s

M
or the means by v.'bich things gel uansmilted are often up for ·toral. hostiJe

sabouge.-

:: See Laura Brov.n.•Nor Outside the Range: One FemiJÙSt Perspective on Psychic
Trauma,- America" lmaio 48.1 (1991).
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of "speaking out" of trauma.l~ Of course. in part. a11 of these resiS'iances to speech

have to do with the way in whieh these ~vrjters and erities anempt to .. talk baek"

to the legacies of second-wave feminism. particularly to feminism's silences around

the questions of nation. race. class and sexual orientation. among other things.

Ho,,'. then. does one aecount for the institutional silences around suppressed

histories of race. class. sexuality and nation that have been constitutive of

feminism? When the contexts of ,. speaking out" systematically function to

bifurcate and reinforce the "othemess" of minorit)' speech and subjects. ho'" does

one hear the testimonies of minority women in a ~\'ay that respects and preserves

the ~'holeness or integrity of such subjects?

The fictions 1 examine in this thesis respond to such questions by positing

complicated relationships bet~\'een \vitnessing and telling. often suggesting that

this link is not necessarily a transparent or directly cathartic one. As such. these

te~lS. to borro\\' the "'orcis of the anthropologist Kamala Visweswaran. help us to

"Ieam to listen not just to \vomen's speech. but to women's silences as we11. "15 ln

anempting to bear \\'itness to silence. these texts necessarily have to elaborate on

many different forms of "1imessing - from ,,'atching, speaking. listening and

remembering to doing and being. These novels define ,,'itnessing in ways that

challenge our current understandings of ,,'hat it means to bear witness or give

testimony. For example. the \\'itnesses in these works offer testimonies based not

.... '·ou-m~ Park. - Against ~Ie[aphor: Gender. "-ïoience and Ikcolonization in Korean
;\ationalist LHerature.- ln PUfSujt of CoQtemoorao' East Asjan Culnm;;. eds. Steven Snyder and
Xiabing Tang (Boulder: WestvÎev.". 1996).

13 Kamala Visweswaran. FietiQn.~ of Femioisr EthnQmpbv (Minneapolis: U of Minneso&a P.
1994) 31.
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only on "eye-witnessing." or first-hand experience. but also on knowledges that

are passed on across cultures and generations - that is. knowledges or experiences

that are ~\'itnessed. often. by or mrough others. These texts thereby force us to

reconsider our very definitions of speech and silence, their relation ta one another

and \vhat these have to do \vith various kinds of histories and politics of violence.

Accardingly. 1 argue mat the fictional texts 1 examine in this dissenation

also have the potential ta intervene in a wider set of academic debates regarding

the relationship ber\veen politics. aesthetics. ethics. experience and activism:

debates out of ~\"hich my own work arises and to ~\'hich it hopes to respond.

Often falling under the rubrics of feminist and/or postcolonial srudies. but also

extending into such fields as anthropology. history. political science. development

studies and cultural studies. these debates can be seen to have numerous and

multi-faceted origins. As Sandra Harding explains. historically. many of these

debates - sometimes also referred to as "the crisis in epistemology" - cannot he

e~Lricated from such things as the formai end of European colonial mie. ne~t

patterns of immigration. the freedoms and constraints offered by new

technologies. and the panicular pressures of a global capitalist economy al the end

of the rn'entieth of the century. These and other events effeeted enonnous shifts

in po~\"er and balance within \\'estem universities from the l%Os onward. Often

occurring along the lines of gender. class. race and nationality. among other

things. these shifts brought about an "increasing loss of legitimacy and authority

for the kinds of justifications of knowledge daims that have been developed by
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the modem west."h Feminist and gender srudies. for example. pointed to the

\vays in which modem. western epistemologies have typicaUy been developed in

exclusion of kno\vledge about the conditions of ~'ornen's lives. ln tum. this

altemate terrain of scholarship provided the underpinnings for theories of feminist

epistemology. ln a similar fashion. disciplines such as development studies and

area studies insisted that many of the significant achievemenrs of \vestem science

and technology ~'ere not separable from the violences of colonial mie. the

impo\'erishment of the third ~rorld. environmental loss and degradation. or the

alienation of people living in industrialised societies. Wïthin feminist and

postcolonial literary studies. the most immediate context in \vhich rny own

research and thinking is embedded. this ne~' 3\"\"areness has entailed asking critical

questions about ho~' such cultural. sociological. poiitical. and economic

phenomena have impacted the literaI1r sphere - a sphere that had rypicaUy defined

jtself in isolation to these other domains - at the same time as it has asked

questions about the place and relevance of literature. art. narrative. aesthetics and

the imagination in a world that envisions and organises irself. increasingly. in

purely political and economic tenns. Paradoxically. ~restem academia. having "let

in- a significanrly substantial number of peoples and ideas originally extemal to its

\"\"a11s. found itself. from the 19~Os on~·ard. having to an5"'er to the question of the

relationship benveen academic or intelleetual pro;ects and other non-academic

sites of social action. practice. living and imagining mat were usually excluded

1. Sandra Harding. -Gend~red Ways of Kno~ing and the 'Epist~mologicalCrisL;;' of th~

West. - KnowledKe Difference and PO"teç Es.S'r' In..pireçi hy Wopum'~Wqys ofKnQu>1ng, eds.
~ancy Goldberg. Jill Tarule. Bl}'the Clinchy and Mary Belenky CNev.· York: Basic. 1996) 431.
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from these more .. theoretical" undenakings. yet undoubtedly bound to them as

~·elJ. At the same time. for feminist and postcolonial critics. the panieular

pressures or exigencies of such historical placement led to a host of investigative

questions ~'hich "'ere as generative as they were the marks of an impasse or limit.

Can thinking actually do anything to come to grips with certain kinds of physical

or material injustice? Why ~rould one choose the university. or the classroom. as a

site of action? What is the place of experience in political and intellectual projects?

\X'hat is its e\'idence? Whose experience maners and ho,,' does it count?

Thinking through the connections and deavages beN{een theory. practice.

3.cti\·ism and experience as outlined by feminist and postcolonial projects is

certainly one of the tasks that L too. have set out for myself "'ithin the pages of

this dissertation. Spilling out into the realm of experience. ethics and activism. this

dissertation. 1 hope. bears the marks of my commitment to feminist and anti-racist

politics. my links to specific cultural communities both in Canada and in India. and

my participation in various ":omen's organisations in each of these countries. For

instance. part of my gesture in choosing the kinds of narratives mat 1 do 

narratives ~'hich deal \\'ith situations of e~:treme violence - is my effort to think

through the issue of violence against ~romen. an issue that has been the leading

concem for almost aIl of the ~\'omen's organisations \\'ith ,,'hich 1 have been

in\'oh·ed. These are organisations that are not simply about raising consciousness

regarding violence. but also about intervening in a much more local and

immediate fashion - for example. in the form of setting up shelters for abused

,,'omen. providing medica! care or counselling [0 ~"omen l\,'ho do not otherwise
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have access to such services in their o\vn countries. or providing education.

information. training and \,..ark-skills ta ~'amen ~'ho desire to lead a life where

they are less dependent on others for their care and safety. The ~'riting of this

thesis - ~rhich delineates variaus routes for thinking about the relationships

bet~\'een \·iolence. feminist and postcolonial theorising. ethics and ethical living.

bodily experience and transmission. and political activisrn - therefore allows me to

aniculate certain lessons and ideas that have gro~'n out of these and other

experiences or involvements. Firstly. feminist or anti-racist politics and activisms

have a great de~l1 to benefit from the kinds of rigorous. precise. thoughtful and

careful retlective practices chat intellectual projecrs have the abiliry to offer.

Secondly. feminist and postcolonial theories have an enormous amount to leam

about modes of living. thinking. acting and intervening in extremely urgent and

complex situations that demand. often. immediate ans,\\rers. Finally. both theory

and acti\'ism need to be more open or attentive to the kno~\'ledges and practices

of affect and e\'eryday experience - to the 'ways people love. hate or grieve; to the

~\'ays in \vhich they understand beauty. pleasure or peace: to the \\"ays they knO\V

solitude at the same time that they strive ta fonn families. communities and

intimate relationships: or to the ~'ays in \\'hich ther desire. leam. imagine or

transfonn themselves on a daily basis in response to the hopes. dreams and

hungers afforded to them by rheir cultures - if either is to be interventionist in any

substantial ~·ay.

The necessity to attend to these affective, emotive and sensuous dimensions

of experience is precisely one of the main arguments made by the fictions 1
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discuss in this dissertation. Taken together. these texts move between and across

the landscapes and cultures of NOM America and India. among other places. and

therefore may be thought of as examples of a broad-based literary genre that

anemprs (0 offer testimonies to ~'hat the jamaican poet Loma Goodison

e\'ocatively refers to as "the haIf not [old.·· 1 argue in this thesis that these

.. testimonies" function. in part. to reveal the insufficiencies of the analy1ical

languages common to a liberal tradition - a tradition which often, though

inadequately. serves as the main basis for daims to postcoionial and feminist

agency. In contrast. because of their recourse to other \\'ays of kno\\"ing and

being. these fictions. both generically and individually. are uniquely positioned to

negotiate the fissures and fractures bern'een the domains of theory. activism and

experience that liberal-Iegal discourse typically serves (0 reinforce - as ~vell as to

think across the rifts between ~'hat might appear to be very disparate cultural

spaces and practices. Unlike more eonventional comparativist projects. the

re1:ltionship that my thesis dra~'s berween texts and specifie cultural sites is nOl

meant [a be absalute by any means - nor is it meant to imply that each of these

sites cannot or need nor be examined on its o~·n. Ta borro\\' the \,,"orcis of Jacqui

Alexander and Chandra Talpade ~Iohanty. my anempt to forge political and

genealogicallinkages benveen apparently dissimilar. and specifieally-constituted.

cultural conle~Ls .. is not meant to suggest a frozen or embodied inheritance of

domination and resistance. but an interested. conscious thinking and rethinking of

hislory and hisloricity. a rethinking \\'hich has ~romen's autonomy and self-
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detennination at its core."l~ More siroply. my juxtapositioning of different literary

texts and me different cultural and experiential geographies out of which they

emanate is my ~\'ay of staging a conversation of sorts: one \vhere each \vork helps

ta read the silence of another, where each fiction helps to say, perhaps, \,\rhat

another could not say. or ""as not able to say.

In such a scheme of arguments. the first chapter of my dissertation.

"Bearing \\7itness: To\'\'ard an Ethics of Affect and Imagination." sets the stage for

my discussion of specific fictional texts by outlining. first. in greater detail. the

history of feminism and postcolonialism in the academic institution. as \vell as the

\'arious debates and formulations of theory, ethics. politics, aesthetics and

subjectivity that have led to the impasse bem'een feeling. thinking. doing and

being that my thesis arrempts ta bridge. Ta",'ard the end of the first chapter. l

sketch out the contours and the precanditions of an M embodied ethics" rooted in

experience, affect and imagination - one \vhich. 1 argue. ""ill bener enable us ta

think about sorne of the histories and experiences of violence traced out by the

fictions discussed in the chapters that follo"",

In chapter m'o of my thesis. "The Half Not Told: Violence. Love and the

Fictianal Imagination" 1 begin my textual analyses ""hile considering the specifie

inten'entions that narrative fiction and other arts of the imagination might make in

the domain of ethics and politics. To a large extent. the discussions in this thesis

originate. unfold and come undone from my reading of Toni Morrison's The Bluest

:- Jacqui Al~nderand Chancira TaJpade MohanlY. M(nrroduction: G~m:alogit:s. Legacit:S•
Movements, M feminiS Gs;nglojÏes Colonial Lepci,s DemOCIjltic futures, eds. Jacqui Alexander
and Chandl'3 TaJpade Mohanty (S~' York; Routledge. 19(1) X\i.
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~ - a story that 1 feel exemplifies a particular interpretive challenge for its

readers in tenns of the eomplex affective and ethieal responses it demands. The

story of a young African-Ameriean girl"s extreme victimisation and brutal rape by

her o\\'n father. The Bluest Eye deals \\'ith experiences of violences that most

readers ~'ould rather not have to "see" at the same time that the novel's seduetive.

evoeative language and story--line make it tric~' for readers to escape the fact of

"looking.'· This chaprer closes by reading Morrison's novel in light of m'o other.

more recenr and quite different .. incest narrarives- - Shani tvlootoo's Cereus

Blooms at Niaht and Arundhati Roy's The Gad of Small Thines. By reading these

three no\'els together. 1 anempt at once to unra\'el and to complexify the

intermeshings of violence. se~"1Jality, culture and polities that this chapter takes as

ilS subject.

Chapter three of my thesis. "From Ghosts to Ancestors:'Genealogy, Memory

and the Hauntings of Histo~'- continues to examine the inter-relations between

\·iolenee. culture and subjeeti\'ity through its examination of Louise Erdrich's

Tracks and ~I.K. Indira's Phanivamma. While chapter t'Wo anempts to place

certain formations of interiority in culture and thereby trace out the cultural

contex"tS of subiectivity. chapter three. in reverse. anempts to work out the interior

dimensions of cultural or historical phenomena. panicularly events surrounding

t'wo very different examples of colonisation and their effeets on women's lives. In

this ehapter. moreover. 1 focus on \'iolences that are not simply witnessed in the

present. but on certain traumas and hauntings mat get "passed down- through

hislory \\~hile becoming transformed in lime. Thus, whereas my analysis of
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Morrison, Mootoo and Roy anempts to demonstrate the v..'ay in which the body

becornes a space of witness in situations of immediate and extreme violence. my

analysis of Erdrich and Indira demonstrates the \vays in "thich certain modes of

bodily transmission may serve. in a more active fashion, to bear witness to

violence by extemalising violence. especially through practices of rnemorialisation

:Ind remembrance.

.My fourth chapter. "Intimate Encounters: Reading and Response-ability,"

examines three short stories br ~1ahasweta Devi - "The Hunt..... Draupadi.·· and

.. Douloti- - and Leslie Feinberg's novel. Stone Butch Blues. in arder to think. in a

more explicit fashion. about the \\'ays in 'which we can take the lessons of affect.

experience. memory and imagination into the damain of collective action.

Accordingly. in this chapter. 1 trace out both the possibilities and limits of fiction 

its reading and writing - in creating ~'hat Toni Morrison caUs "shareable worlds

and languages." 1 argue. alongside ~10nison. chat ""'riting and reading are not ail

that distinct." Indeed. "the imagination that produces work which bears and

invites rereadings. ~'hich motions to future readings as weil as conremporary ones.

implies a shareable ~'orld and an endlessly flexible language. Readers and \vrirers

both srruggle to interpret and perform "'ithin a common language and shareable

imaginatÎ\'e worlds." At the same time. both reading and ,,'riting require "being

mindful of the places where imagination sabotages itself. locks its own gares.

pollutes its vision. Writing and reading means being aware of the writer's notions

of risk and safety, the serene achievement of. or sweaty fight for. meaning and

response-ability." Perhaps. above aU. these exercises and encounters require
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.. being alel1 and ready for unaccountable beauty" - that is. for moments which are

both surprising and beautiful perhaps because of their very singularity or

untranslateability.·" Thus. throughout my analysis of these diverse examples. 1

argue that to read in a way that is "embodied" - that is, with affect. imagination

and 'with an a~\'areness of ho~\" experiential realities mediate the dynamics of our

fictional encounters - is to be open. or receptive. to what these te>..LS have to say

and. still. to be respectful of the boundaries that shape both our o\\'n selves and

others' realities. As readers and ~\..riters of fiction. the practice of bearing witness

[0 violence. or to the shapes of silence. may hence be seen as a practice mat

in\"olves being sensitive to the bodily. experiential. cultural. historical and even

emotive limits ~'hich mark and place each of us - but which ultimately create the

ethical and imaginative conte:\'{s for our actions and our possibilities in the world

around us.

" Toni Morrison. PlaYlOi in the park: Whitenc;ss and the ÜIs:rary InuiÏoation CNev.· York:
Vintag~. 1992) xi-xii.
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~Iore than any other nove! of which 1 kno,,·. Toni Morrison's Beloved - a

book that speaks of slavel1~ and its aftennath - reveals the immense difficulties of

putting into 't\'ords the story of an event \\'hose unimaginable violences often make

ir painful ta remember. easy to "disremember," desirable to pass over and not

.. pass on," and yet. at the same time. impossible to forgel. On the one hand.

.\lorrison's epic novel is aH about breaking silences, about bringing to light

.. unspeakable things spoken at last.··:~ Its very conception rests in a profound

desire ta recover the traces of a lost past. ta give due respect. through 't\·riting. to

those histories, people and experiences \vhich have heretofore remained outside

of the ~\'ritten ~'ord and. sometimes. outside of language altogether. To this

e:'-..1:ent. one of the Slol1"s most striking images is that of a scar. Sethe. the main

character of the nove!. has erased the painful memory of her daughter's death and

the only trace of the past she bears is the scar she wears on her back: a scar the

shape of a tree. Beloved opens ,,~ith a scene in "'hich Paul D. an oid friend and

fello,,' ex-slave. while caressing Sethe's body, ruos his fingers across this scar. As

Sethe's body awakens. she begins to recall her pasto her husband. her children,

and this recolleetion becomes, in effect. the story that Beloved sets out to tell.

And yet. the book ends on a very different note aiening the reader not just to the

1- Toni Morrison. Afterword. The Bluest Eye (Ne\\' York: Plume:. 1970) 214.
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hazards and impossibilities of this looking back. but also to the fundamental

misdemeanour and even impropriety inherent in this aet of telling. .. This ","'as not

a story tO pass on," I~ ~lorrison repeats. over and over again, in the last fe~' pages

of her novel.

Hov.e\'er it is interpreted. this phrase. one ~'hich is at once enigmatic and

unseuling in its persistence. continues to haunr or reverberate in readers long past

the physical edges of the nove!. First and foremost. the phrase... it \vas not a story

to pass on." serves as a ~'aming about a narrative that is not supposed ta be

repeated. Yet. it is a ~'aming that has not been heeded. It is a pledge that has

been broken. sinee ~Iorrison tells the stOI-Y any"'ay. bas already to/d it. in facto br

the rime \\'e hear this \\'aming. The faet that this phrase is not said just once but

recited se\'eral times attests to its seriousness or gravi~·. on the one hand. But. on

the other. the reiteration of this phrase also draws anention to the way it bas to he

repeated and reaffirmed in arder ta have effect. It is not enough ta say it just once

or. perhaps. it is not enough just ta say il. Unable ta stand on its o","'n. Morrison's

\vaming requires convincing. amplification. repetition. At an entirely different

level. the hypnotie effect of this incantation also underscores Morrison's art. her

ability ta carve lessons onto her readers' minds through her skilful control of

\\'ords and phrases, And yet. at the same time. the relentless and uncanny ",pay in

\vhich this phrase repeats also points ta a story that is altogether out of control.

out of the hands of even the teller. derached from its subject. It is as if the stary

tells itself. Just like the ghost-girl ""'ho materialises without waming in Sethe's

III Toni Morrison. BeIQved (Sew York: Plume. 1987) 274-75.
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house. demanding attention and her rightful place in history. the narrative

eommands speaking and listening "rhether or not writer or reader is prepared or

even willing, ~Iorrison's phrase multiplies in meaning, Hers is not a srory ra pass

on: a srory not to be rold, not to be repeated. not to he relayed. Most imponantly

perhaps. this is a story that is undesirable to repeat no! just in words. but also in

history. Beloved narrates an aeeount that no person should have to live through

ever again. By the same token, the nove! requires us ta pass thraugh this very

moment. through aets of reading and \vriting. in order to convey this message.

The tale that ~lorrison tells is certainly not a story to pass on. to be passed down -

but it is also not simply a story to be passed on. that is. one we should simply pass

b\'. This is a srory that refuses to be dismissed.'·)

Beloved's ending. in many v..ays. is about the profound difficulry of \\"'riting

and reading about violence: of the ethics. the urgency. the pressing need to "bear

\\'itness" to violence. as weIl as the various moral crises and exigencies opened up

by such insrances of telling. "-riting. reading. remembering, watching, listening or

doing. In fact. speaking of sorne of her o\\.,'n ethical dilemmas in writing this

no\·el. J\lorrison disclases her inhibitions dealing with a subject as violent as

s13\'ery."" She talks about hov:. initially. this "-as a story she did not want to

1" 1 would likt= ta acknowle:dgt= \'al~ri~ Smith·s ~ssay. "'Cirding th~ Sub;t:ct': History and
~arr.luvt: in Beloved, ~ in Toni Morrison: Cdtjçal Persns:gjves Past aod Present. s:ds. Ht:nry Loujs
Gats:s. .Ir. and K.A. Appiah (New York: Amsilad. 1993) 342-3;;. for first aJs:rting m~ as (0 ways of
articulating soms: of the complexities of this enîgmatic phrase and ending - particularly (0 the fao
Ùl3r -ro pass 00 might ms:an either (0 tran.~mit or ID overlook~ tmy emphasis. 353>,

~, Set: Bannis: Angelo. "The: Pain of Bt:ing Black: An Interview with Toni Morrison. ~ ~
133.201 (22 May 1989): 100-23. rpt. in Conversation..; with Toni Moaisoo, ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie
(Jackson: t:niversiry Press of Mississippi. 1994) 255--61.
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contemplate; she was not convinced that she desired to summon up or "dwell on"

such violent. such terrorising. such lIg~v events. 5he resisted. for as long as

possible. the telling of this story. In a similar vein. she could not understand ,,'hy

anyone would want to read her tale. 5he imagined an American audience for

\\'hom such a narrative \\'as certain to e\"oke. by different degrees. feelings of guilt.

re\'ulsion. fear. anger. loss and pain. Yet. she "'rites the novel just the same.

despite herself. despite her feelings, or conceivably because of them. Perhaps.

above aIl else. ~Iorrison's Meditation on the dilemma of \\"hether or not to ,,'rite

this book speaks to the deeply moral and ethical nature of story-telling itself.

raising not only the question of ho\\' one \\'rites stories that anempt to trace the

contours of such buried lives and give shape to such profound silences. but also

the question of ho\\' it is. then. that one reads these stories. What are the ethics of

this reading? Of this publication? Of this .. passing on"? What are sorne of the

duties that attend ~titnesses \\'ho are either listening to or speaking about another

person's experience of violence or pain? \\ïhat roles do fiction. fantasy.

memorialisation and other kinds of imaginative enterprises play in the histories

and politics of violence? Do anempts to narratÏ\'ise. fictionalise or aesthetically

represent violence operate to sharpen or diminish the political impact of such

tales? In other "'oreis. \vhat does fiction do and ,,'hat are its limits?

This chapter anempts to respond ta sorne of these questions and in

panicular takes up the task of anempting to sketch out a certain ethics of affect

and imagination ,....hich could serve as a point of departure for feminist and

postcolonial theories that seek~ among other things. to render opposition to
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violence and oppression. But first. before embarking upon this task. it might he

useful to look at several of the more prominent approaches that a number of

Anglophone academic feminist erities have already taken in relation to the concept

of ethics - and aJso at v.·hat sorne of the stakes involved in such theorisations may

be.:1 The first major category of second-'wave feminists ,,-ho have tried to put

forth a theory of ethics might be termed .. egalitarian" feminists. Such an approach

is characterised by views put forn-ard Catharine MacKinnon and Shularnith

Firestone. for example. and is in part an outgrowth of the \\'ritings of Mary

~.ollstonecraft. :; ln general. egalitarian feminists regard the particularities of the

female body as obstructions to the \'arious rights and privileges that patriarchal

culture besto,,"s upon men. For egalitarian feminists. then. ethical change typically

involves fighting for ne~' rights and freedoms \vhich will enable \vornen to gain

access ta public institutions and thereby become equal citizens or participants in

the existing political arder. In contrast to egalitarianists. another group of

feminists have adopted ~-hat may be termed a "communitarian" approach. a

.; This categorisation follo"'·ed. initially. from Elizabeth Grosz's oven"iev.-· of feminist theory
round in her book. Volatils: Bodihs (Bloomington: Indiana CP. 1994). although it contains sorne
nouble differencc=s. While Grosz outlines rtuee main positions in fc=minism (egalilarianisrn. social
con.'\tructionism and sexual difference). the thr~ main strt:ams of thought mat 1 see evolving With
n:gard"i to th~ issue of ethics are: t:galitarianism. communitarianism and postmodemismldialogism.
As Grosz herself warns. none of these categories are hy any mean.,;; fL'lted. Many of the theorisL"
mt:ntJoned cenainly Mediate hetween the different categories describt:. ükewise. there are ether
tht:orisls who do not fit into any of these groups. The diffen:nt position.'\ mat 1 outline are intended.
fir.-ùy. to pro\-ide a general overviev.· of sorne of the developmenl"i within feminist theory on me
question of ethics. Sc=condly. they are inlended tO sketch out possible anchoring points against
which contemporary fenùnist and elhical philosophies may locale tllemsdves.

;; Set: catherine MacKinnon. Ioward il feminjsr TbS:Qry of lbs: Slals: (Cambridge. MA:
Harvard CP. 1989): and Shulamith Firestone. Tbs: Dja1c:giç of XX (N~'York: Banlam. 1970). See
also Mary Wollstonecraft. a Vjndicatioo of [he RiahL~ of W·oman (London: Johnson. 1798. rptd. by
~orton. 19(7).
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stance exemplified by such critics as Carol Gilligan and Carol Pateman. 2~ These

critics argue that because the existing political system is based on male values.

egalïtarian feminists cannot challenge patriarchy by simply fighting for inclusion

into the dominant cultural sphere. Communitarians cali for the recognition of

\vomen's distinctive capacities and support the idea of an alternative female

community in \vhich an "ethics of care" \vould override \vhat they see as a

predominately male "ethics of justice'" Yet. it is important to note that by

constructing a Feminine sphere that unquestioningly privileges the values of family.

kinship and empathy. communitarian feminists also fall into the trap of

perpetuating existing gender roles or stereotypes. !\10reover. both egalïtarians and

communitarians generalise From the experiences of limited grou~ofwornen to

dr~n\' conclusions on behalf of a11 women regardless of variances in race. class and

se:-..-ual orientation. Thus. neither model proposed takes into account the

differences in and amongst \vomen and ho~' this enters into the process of

political or ethical negotiation.

Against both egalïtarians and communitarians. another group of feminists,

also emerging From ~"ithin the North American critical scene. have recently taken

an interest in the issue of ethics. These feminists. sometimes referred to as

.. postmodem" feminists. 1 \\·m term .. dialogical" feminists because of their apparent

interest in resolving questions of difference and differentiallocations. Many of

these theorists argue against an egalitarian programme that attempts to overcome

;.' Carol Gilligan. In él Djfft:renr Voic, (Cambridgt:: Harvard 1..;1'. 1982); and Carole Pateman,
Th, Se;rual CODtrag (Oxford: Poli~' P. 1988).
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differences through a srruggle aver rights. as weIl as against the communitarian

praject that tries ta flx differences according to certain more or less easily

stereoryped ideas of universal ~·omanhoad. One example of a critie ",.ho

promotes a .. politics of difference" is Iris Marion Young. She takes as her model

the image of the heterogeneous city. Explaining that the public spaces of the city

offer an ideal instance of ethical and social relations. Young recounts ho\\' in the
~

city. "strangers encounter one another. either face to face or through the media.

aften remaining strangers and yet acknowledging their contiguity." Moreover.

during such encounters. the differences that exist berween people al~'ays rernain

intact. as here people .. experience each other as different. from different groups.

histories. professions. cultures. \\'hich they do not understand."~; Nonetheless.

J.nother feminist theorist of ethics. Seyla Benhabib. sees Young's politics as

essentially ineffective in that it provides no \\'ay of e\'aluating different ethical

cbims. Like Young. Benhabib also asks the question of ho~' to negotiate the

demands of people engaged in different purposive enterprises: but her answer to

this prablem is some\\'hat different. Drawing upon the philosophies ofJürgen

Habermas. Benhabib argues for the necessity of a .. feminist universal" which is

based not upon a set of substantive ideals but upon a willingness ta engage in a

dialogic interchange: \\"hat she caUs .. a process of conversation in which

understanding and misunderstanding. agreement as weIl as disagreement are

~. Iris Marion Young. "The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Oifference.- Fs:minisml

Postmod,mjsm. ed. ünda Xicholson (N~' York: Routledge. 19(2) 318. It is probahly imponant to
note mat. perhaps. above aIl. my problem with Yaung's desire to posit the "cosmapolitan
metropalis- as the ideal space far ethical engagement bas ta do \Vith how most of the ~examples" 1
am U1ing ta think through in this dis....;enation are anes that find themselves either outside of or far
from such a metrrJpole - or else severely marginalised and ghenoi.'ied within il.
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intemvined and ahvays at work.":!~ In other words. according to Benhabib. ethical

action proceeds by \1:ay of a shared commitment to a cenain discursive procedure

rather than br \\;ay of communal identification.

Ho~:ever. in my vie"'. what aU of these theorists fail to see is that despite

their focus on "difference.·· their proposed models can oruy accommodate those

questions of difference to "'hich the ethical solution is already kno"'·n. In the end.

even these latter postmodem or dialogical theorisrs faH into a kind of liberal

feminism nor unlike their predecessors. that is. a feminism that denies a11 \'ariances

except those ~\"hich are internai to itself. In part. the problem \\'ith this liberal style

of feminism has to do 't\'ith irs valorisation of a deontological vie\\' of ethics that

privileges a public. rational sphere as the on(v site of political or ethical change.

[n addition to placing undue emphasis on the public realm. these critics also vie'"

democratic organisations and institutions as the only means of negotiating contact

berween different individuals. often ~vithout seeming ta recognise the faet that

these same establishments have been. paradoxically. the source of immense

injustices and inequaIities. Numerous questions remain unanswered: ho",' do

those individuals who have been excluded from such institutions forge their own

senses of self and their own definitions of ethics? Ho"" does one mediate between

competing daims. conflieting commitments and different ideas of ethics in a way

that is non-violent or at least non-coercive? What is required of any ethical.

political or theoretical paradigm that seeks ta make space for knowledges that

~( S~la Benhabib. Sjru3ljoi the Self Gs:nds:r CommyDio" and PO~tmodsmism jn
CoQtemp0(jlry Ethjç~ (New York: Routledgs:. 1992) 198.



•

•

30

remain outside of its o\vn paf3meters? ~lost importanüy. is deontology absolutely

necessary to ethics? Or. is it possible to rethink the concept of ethics by opening

up ne~' subjeetivities. ne~' ontologies or ne~- \\'ays of being in the world?

Ir is my contention mat the task of mediating diverse ethical daims entails

exactly rhis kind of re\'isioning of ethics 50 that it is extricated from a purely

~bstract or deontological sphere and instead placed in a more phenomenological

or experiential realm. This is necessary because what is at stake in ethical debates

is not simply the concept of justice or of right. but more crocially the very concept

of re:lli~'. This is because. often. ~'hen the -righrs" of one individual are opposed

to the: .. rights" of another. the question of \\'hat constitutes justice can become not

merely :1 matter of .. dispute." but a site of \'iolence and of profound

mcommensurabi1ity. In altercations of this kind. ethical .. agreement" is impossible

since the principles that give meaning and shape to a notion of troth in one

pe:rson"s ~\"orld have no equivalent fonn in another person's realiry. Patricia

\\ïlliams. in ~ simple and yet remarkable story. narrates ho~' this happens. ln the

follo\\'ing passage From her book. The Alchernv of Race and Riihts, Williams

recalls a childhood argument \\"ith her younger sister in \\~hich ethical agreement

~'as difficult because of t\\"o subjective realities:

One summer \\then 1 \\'3S about sLx. my family drove to Maine.
The high\\'ay \\'as straight and hot and shimmered darldy in the
sun. My sister and 1 sat in the back seat of the Studebaker and
argued about l\'hat color the road \\"3S, 1 said black. she said
purple. After 1 had harangued her inta admitting that it ,vas
indeed black. my father gendy pointed out mat my sister still sa~r

it as purple, .. , My sister and 1 ~'ill probably argue about the hue
of life"s roads forever. But the lesson 1 leamed from listening to
her Vo'ild perceptions is that it really is possible to see things 
even the most concrete things - sirnultaneously yet differendy;
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and that seeing simultaneously yet differently is more easily done
by t'Wo people [han one. bu[ that one person can get the hang of
ir with time and effort.~

In narrating this incident. ~:'illiams anempts to reveal ho~v the experientiaI distance

bet\\'een even \:ery similar individuals results in a certain perceptual rupture. a gap

benveen nvo selves ~'hich is at once incommensurable and irreeoncilable. The

prospect of being able to communieate across this rift. or ~'hat Williams caUs the

potential to .. see simultaneously yet differently:' is thus not a question of simple

reasoning or understanding: it is more accurately the process through \\'hich one

being becomes cognizant of the \\'ay another being might experienee or ,. feel" his

or her o\\'n reality. According to \X:illiams. it is only through this aet of "slippage."

or .. transliteration." that one can begin to negotiate the kind of incommensurability

which is at once the source and consequence of violence.

Hence. ~'hat Williams reveals is that a phenomenology of sorne sort may he

in bct crucial to a feminist theory of ethics. Her ~\"ords also point implicitly (0

ho\'-' imaginative undertakings may be a vital medium through ~'hich ethical

.. slippages" and .. transliterations" bern:een different ontologies could take place.

Similarly. Drucilla Comell suggests that ethical projects must not only work at

idealogical or societal transformation. but a1so at envisioning ne"" subjectivities

and ne\\' ""ays of being. She ",·rites. a feminist theory of ethics needs at once to

envisian ne"'" \\'orlds and to stan imagining .. \\'hat kind of individuals we would

ha\'e ta become in order to open ourselves to ne"'- worlds.":- Once again.

:
Patricia \l."111iams. Th, Alcbs:mx of Bacs: and RiKhrs (Cambridge: Hanrard liF. 1991) 149.

;-
Drudlla Comell. Tran-.foUDation-.: RecolleCJjv, ImaWD3tjoo and SeJyal Diffœnce (New
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imaginative literature seems to fumish a crucial site in which we can ask ourseIves

this question. providing as it does a ,,"hole array of subjeetivities and universes

into \vhich "'e are able to enter. Follo~\'ing this. l ""ould also argue mat the very

definition of ethical action should also be changed in order to include visceral and

imaginative factors such as empathy. love. anger. pain. fantasy and desire in

addition to the more conventional processes of reasoning or understanding.

Indeed. 1 believe it is oruy by introducing these other emoti\'e and subjective terms

into the realm of theory that bath feminists and postcolonialists alike can begin to

concei\'e of an ethical and philosophical frame""ork in \'\'hich questions of

violence may be addressed.

Of course. br moving us into the phenomenological or ontological realm.

part of "'hat \\-illiams and Comell seem to be suggesting is that theories such as

feminism and postcolonialism require not just a rethinking of ethics. but also a

rethinking of the tenns of subjecti\·ity.~ As Etienne Balibar explains. post-

Enlightenment notions of subjecti\"ity centre around the definition of the subjeet as

citizen. a political and juridical concept that arises ""ith the age of empire and the

subsequent appearance of the nation-state as the primal1' legal and political unit of

po,,·er.:-- Prior to this time. the subject of 'western philosaphy was qUite Iiterally a

York: Routj~dg~. 1993) 1.

,;..- s~~ ..\.rtS(otJ~·s ~ichQmacbtaD Ethics, rrans. David Ross (London: Oxford Ll'. 1969>. wher~
il lS argu~d thar mat th~r~ an bt= no ~t.hics without ontology. and rhat ontology is ba.s~ upon lived
~xp~n~n~~. This daim wouJd support th~ idea that bt=forc: any rethinking of ethics. th~re must he a
r~thinkmg of subi~cti\ityand ontology. ArtstoÙ~'s account of ethic.., is. in pan. an accounr of cthic.~

through bodily expen~nc~.

~) Etienne Balibar.•Subi~Ct-Citizen.- Who Cornes Mer tht: 5ybjt:çr', eds. Eduardo Cadava.
Pet~r Connor and Jean-lue ~ancy (~~. York: Rouùedgt:. 1991) 33-;ï.
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subjected being. a passive being under the divine role of God. With the birth of

the modem nation-state. ho\vever. there is a certain historical shift in what it

means ta be a subject. since the po\\'er of the sute is no\\' exercised over its

subjecrs at the same time that it belongs to individuals, or citizens. \\'ho exercise

their o~'n po~'er over the 1av... Thus. the citizen-subject is primarily a legal and

political concept. Set apart by his in\"olvement in the formation and application of

legal decisions. the modem indi\'idual is an active agent \\"ho has the ~'ill ta
~ ~

cammand his ov;n obedience to the la\\·. It fal1o",·s. then. that the advent of the

citizen-subject in history and palitics occurs in conjunction ~'ith the appear:lnce of

the transcendental subject of philosophy. Just as the citizen-subject is defined. first

and foremast. by his sovereignty. the transcendental subjeet is recognised largely

hy char:lcteristics such as his independence. rationality. \\'ilfulness and autonomy,

In fact. as Elizabeth Grosz remarks. over the course of the nineteenth and

m'entieth centuries. subjecti\'ity itself. \\'ithin the v;estem philosophical traditional.

cornes to be thought of as a .. consciousness" or ""'ilr that is positioned outside

the ~'orld, outside the body. and outside of nature because it exists in isolation to

others and to the soda-cultural community.:" It is this deontolïgising. politico-

juridical concept of the self. this image of the individual as an e\'anescent "mind, ,.

that feminist theorists. for example, ha\'e al50 had to grapple ~'ith in their a""o

articulations of female subjecti\"ity. Yet. undaubtedly. feminist understandings of

subjectÏ\'ity and agency have both invested in and contested this model of the

subject in a number of crucial ~·ays.

... Grosz 3-13.
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For the most part. theories such as feminism. marxism. postcolonialism and

queer theory ail tell of ., impossible sub;eets." Typically left out of eleetoral

politics, groups such as \\:omen. children. colonial subjects. gays, lesbians. the

\vorking classes. racial and other minorities have been cast as subjecrs ",-ho are

nOl. and \vho often cannot ever be, citizen-subjects as defined by Balibar. As ""as

mentioned earlier. the citizen-subject is. above aIl, an active agent - and he derives

this agency and instrumentality from a set of supposedly uni\'ersa1. abstracto

though politically-defined. rights and freedoms. Both theorists and activists have

thus. on the one hand. fought to extend citizenship to various minority groups in

the name of these uni\'ersal freedoms. At the same time. it has been important to

cIl1 into question the very universality of this particular idea of citizenship and the

'ways in \\'hich selthood is conceived under this mode!. Accordingly. the subject

as citizen can ooly truly exist if there also exists a body of subjeets ",-ho are. by

definition. non-citizens. thereby disclosing the violence inherent in a process that

establishes subjects through various 13\\'s and boundaries that. br necessity. leave

sorne out. In fact. if \\'e remember that the concept of the subject emerges.

politic=:lly and historically. \\'ithin the contex-r or confines of the Enlightenment and

its attendant missions of European expansion and control. then we can also see

ho\\' such :1 concept is not at a11 universalisable. because it is specifically

contoured ta fit not only the subjective reality of the bourgeois. white. male

subject. but also the social reali~~ of a time and place that quite violently dismissed

aIl -other- subjects in order to he bener able ta pursue a rationalising imperialism

\vithout qualm.
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One of the greatest achievements of second-","ave feminism has. in facto

been ta insist upon this piece of knoweldge: that. in effect. tenns previously

thought ta be universal originate in panicular cultures and serve very panicular or

"Iocalised" interests. In critiquing this notion of the universal enlightenment

subiect. feminists. in panicular. have proposed a number of alternative models of

subiectiviry. The first model 1 \\'ould like ta discuss expresses the notion that has

been articulated by Kathleen Kirby - namely. that .. once we discard the

Enlightenment notion of the individual as disembodied. evanescent. transcendent

·mind.· it is impossible to image the subjecr except in sorne yet-to-be-specified

rebtion [0 'real space· ..··: Accordingly. many feminists argue for an understanding

of human relations. including a11 inflexions of gender. se~~ality. subjectiviry and

selfuood. as fundamentally social and cultural relations \\'hich cannat be extricated

from the conre~'1S in ~vhich they rake fonn. In a similar vein. postcolonial and

cultural theorislS have insisted on the importance of race. nation and geography in

derermining subiectivity - revealing the \\'ays in t\"hich our places of binh impact

us as subjects. giving us memberships in a panicular race. class. religious and/or

linguistic community. They speak. similarly. of the ~'ays in \\'hich our physical

environments. shaped by a panicular landscape or topography. construct our

realities and desires in different ~·ays. This realisation that. as subjects. ~"e vary

according to the .. place" ~"e come From. accupy or inhabit has been a central idea

for many feminist crities. Sorne feminists. such as Donna Hara\\'ay talk about .. the

.; Kathleen Kirby. IodiffS:ThQ[ BoY"dari,s- Spiuia! Cooq:pts of Hyma" Sybjeeti"iO' (Nev."
York: Routlc:dge. 1996).
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situatedness of knowledges"3:! to describe subiects embedded in social space.

athers. including as Nancy Hartsock and Sandra Harding. use the tenn "standpoint

epistemologies-:: ,,'hile still others. such as Chandra ~Iohan~' or Adrienne Rich.

refer to the - politics of location.., .. What aIl of these phrases convey is the idea that

subject5 exist in panicular places. "'ith identifiable physical co·ordinates. This idea

of connecting subjectivity to physical. geographical. social or otherwise "locatable"

space. moreo\'er. has marked a major shift in the ~'ay that gendered subjectivity is

theorised in the late rwentieth century.

Ho\ve\'er. e\'en as these feminist standpoint theorists have made crucial

contributions ta the rethinking of subjectivity - especially by assening the

insufficiency of unit3ry notions of selfuood in accounting for identities defined

along the multiple lines of gender. class. sexual orientation. race and geography -

it is my contention that there is still a long ,vay to go for feminist thinking before it

cao address the precise psychic and somatie realities of such subjeets. On the one

hand. the importance of models of subiecti\'iry based upon feminist standpoint

epistemologies has to do \\'ith their anempts at thinking about identity in a less

essentialising rnanner. by being more specific about the geographical, political,

.~ Donna Har3"'·ay. ~ Siruat~d Knowl~dg~: Th~ Sci~nc~ Qu~stion in F~mini.sm and th~

Pn\"i1~g~ of t.h~ Partial Pf:rspecti\'~." Simjan~ C}'boras ;lOd ~'oms:o: The Rs:io\'s:mjon of :Sature
(~~W York: RoutJedge. 1991) 183-201.

,~ ~ancy Hansock. ~The Feminist Sundpoint: Devdoping the Ground of a Specifically
F~minist Hi.<;torical Materia1ism." Mons:y XX and Pows:r: Toward il femjnjsr Hjstorjcal Mats:rjalism
(:"~. York: Longman. 1983); Sandra Harding. "Rein\'~ntingOurse1ves as Other: More Ne90' Agents
of Hisrory and Knowledgt:." Whoss: Scis:nce:; Whoss: l\no",.-ls:dSS:? Thinkins from Womsn·s ljves
<ImilC3: Comell L'P. 1991) 269-9;.

'" Adrienne Rich. ~Notes TOVo'3rd a Politics of Location," Wom~n fs:mjojSJ {dentier and
Society jn rhs: 198Qs· Sels:cts:d Pagcrs (Amsterdam: Benjamin. 1985) i·22; Chandra Talpade Mohanty,
.. F~Il'linLt;t EncountetS: Locating the Politics of Experience." Cgpyriibt 1 (1987); 30-44.
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national or historical dimensions of women's subjeetivity. On the other hand.

standpoint theorists can be responsible for other kinds of essentialisations. for

example. by sometimes anchoring identity too fLxedly to a set of t\vo-dimensional

co-ordinates \vhich function to schematise "differences" as absolute and

objective.~~ ln part. the failures of this model in addressing the full complexities of

subjectivity have ta do. 1 believe. \vith its reliance on a geo-political model of

identity. not unlike the Enlightenment notion of the self. which focuses on

.. mapping" the subject. or locating and positioning it ~\'ithin a stable territory. ln

this respect. standpoint epistemologies fall largely \vithin a liberal individualistic

tradition that sees both bodies and individuals as discrete entities. with clear.

definable edges or boundaries. As such. standpoint theorists sometimes faH into

the trap of positing an aIl tao transparent relationship bem'een certain .. external

.< S~e:. for ~xampl~. Minrose: C. G\'\-·in. ~ A The:ory of Black Women's Texts and White
\X'om~n's R~adings. or th~ :'\ecessity of Being Other," ''\l'SA loymal 1.1 (988) 21-31. for a rather
erude: ~xampl~ of such a -rwo-dimensional- approach. Gwin argues in mis anicle mat -\,\-'hile"
'\,,"om~n who r~ad fiction by - black- women authors must read in a way that is -antithetical to the
f~rrunist project of retrie\'ing female subjectivity" - defined by P. Schweichan as a process lhat
lm'olves -rc:ading as a woman u'ttbOl4f putung one's self in me position of the other." Instead.
Gwm argu~s mat in order to -really hear hlack women.- she must (as a white reader) -give [herselfl
o\'~r to [hat clark space of omemess created for me hy another waman. " . . ( must he able to read
my white ~"omanhood as a sign of everything ( personally abhar. K According to Gwin. -white
women may need ta read black wamen's texts' disempov;ennent of \,\-'hite women \\fhere it exisL~.

and also tak~ a second step in mis direction by accc:pting white woman"s disempowennent as a
tropologieal modd for reading black women K (23-24). Allhaugh the methodology of reading that
G~'m ouùines is a gesrure to - reopen issues of race and positionality in feminist praetice~ - a caU
for a gre3ter racial consdousness when reading - 1 am arguing mat such a simplification of race
and racialised experiences - a theorisation mat sees race:. ramer uncomplicatedly. in -black and
white:~ tenns - effeets cenain erasures. Gwin's argument. first of ail. vi~'s the calegories of ~black"

and -\\'hite~ as homogenous and does nO( cake mto account the variety of subieet positions internai
to such categorisations. Secondly. and ironically. Gwin"s fannulation that -",'hite woman's
disempowennent" should function as the -uopological model for reading black women~ is a view
[hat se:es literarure by nùnority \\'riters as neeessarily addressed to. and \'\-Tillen for. the mainstream.
See Barbara Christlan's critique of this anicle. "Response to 'Black Women's Texts:" ]\,'WSA 'ournal
1.1 (1988) 32-36. Christian argues again~t G\\in and for the necessity of seeing neither racial nor
gender categories as ~pure ones~ instead they are always in(eraetive~ (36).
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co-ordinates," such as geography. nation or race. and the "interior co-ordinates" of

the psyche. By this mode!. interiority or subjectiviry is often reduced. rather

simplistically. to .. ideology," a move ~'hich cannot take inro account desire. affect.

fantasy and other elements of interiority. By the same token. this model does not

take into account the complexities of identity ~'herein a body may .. house" various

competing daims and ideologies. By simply emphasising the notion of

"positionalities" or the "locations" of identity. this model does not ask the question

of \\'hat it might mean ta occupy and speak from several different places al once.

Thus. at one level. standpoint theorists insist on the materialiry of subjecrivity by

painting out ho".. subjectivity is embedded in social and political space. Yet. at

another leveI. many of rhese models fail to ralk about the very materiality of the

psyche. of feelings. or of interioriry. Standpoint epistemologies thus cannot

adequately account for the movement or fluidity of affect. of desire. or of the

unconscious. ail of \vhich usually work across regulative boundaries and such easy

positionings.

Againsr these models that anempt to position subjects within .. real" space,

ho\\·e\'er. another group of feminist critics have anempted to define subjects and

subjecti\'ity more fluidly by pointing to the highly construeted or discursive nature

of social. cultural and even geographical space. These anti-foundationalist

theorists. ~'hich indude critics such as Judith Butler. Joan Scon and Denise Riley,

among others. anempt to define subjeetivity in quite different terms by

emphasising. instead. the ~'ays in ~'hich discursive categories "mediate"

experience and set the parameters within which subjeetivities are formed and
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negotiated.~ For example. Joan Scott ""rites that experience itself is shaped by

historical and linguistic processes that. through discourse, produce both subjects

and their experiences; thus ... it is not individuals ",'ha have experience. but

subjects \\'ho are canstituted through experience. Experience in this definition

then becames not the origin of our explanation. not the authoritative (because

seen or felU eyidence chal grounds ",'hal is known. but rather that which \\re seek

to explain,"~- In denying that identity or experience have any kind of primordial

status, these critics instead foreground the nonnalising or disciplining mechanisms

through ~\'hich identities and subjeetivities are produeed, They caU far a greater

3\\'areness to the discursively "contingent" nature of experience and ho\\' it is

~l1\\'ays made and remade \\'ithin a shifting nexus of power relations.

Yet. one of the points at stake here has to do with ~\'hether or not the

philosophical premises of contemporary anti-foundationalist or discursive theories

are in faet congruous \vith feminism's political and ethical daims. In facto if

standpoint epistemologies are able to pro\'ide a firm ground from which to launch

ethical action but deny the complexities or movements of identity. then post-

strucruralist discursive theories do the opposite: they render identity and

subjecti\"ity in more complex or at Jeast fluid terms. but provide fe\'\' points from

.. s~~. for ~xamplt:, Judith Butler and Joan Scott. c:d.... Fs:ministo; Th~orizs: thS:" Political
(~s:w York: RoutJedge. 1992); Judith Butler. BocHe.. Thig Maner (!'\~. York: Routledge. 1993> and
also Gs:nds:r Trouhls: (:"~. York: Routlt:dg~. 1990>: Linda ~icholson. ed.TFeminism/ postmods:mjsm
(~~. York Routledge. 1990); Dt=nise Ril~', 'Am 1 tbeu Nams:": Es:minjsm and lbs: CjUs;goO' of
'\1l;,'omen' in HjsloO' (Minneapolis: C of Minnesola P. 1988): Diane Elam. Ft:mjoism ilnd
Ds:constntetjoo· Ys. En ..hrou: (:'\s:w York: RoutJedg~. 1994): Diane Elam and Robyn Wiegner.
Fs:minism Bs:sjds: hself (!'\~. York: Rouùedge. 199;); and Diana Fuss, E--sentjally Sps:aking:
Fs:minjsm ;\OaNTe and Difference lï'e9t: York: Rouùs:dge. 1989).

, Joan Scott. "Experience. - Femjnigs lbegrize Ihe Poljrical. ed. Butler and Scott 26.
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\\·hich to act or even think about questions of action and ethics. Moreover. 1

\\'ould argue that while the convergence between feminism and poststrueturalism

has been fruitful in terms of offering a stringenr critique of patriarchal politics and

institutions. the bulk of this recent feminist criticism has still had an eminendy

more difficult rime theorising \\·omen·s po\\'er and agency. and like standpoint

theories. continues ta hold ~n overly sociological or linguistic vie~' of identity and

interiority.

Given the current rerrain of feminism. then. many contemporary feminist

critics find rhemselves at ~ point of crisis not only around questions of subjectivity.

experience and personal tesrimony. but also around the issues of aesthetics.

politics. ethics ~nd activism - their relation to each other and to feminist

epistemologies and practices. On the one hand. it makes sense to think about the

ways in ~'hich our identities. our lives. and our actions are aIl .. fictions" of a sort

in that they are structured by various ideological. social and linguistic systems

~\"hich produce our desires and subjectÏ\"ities. On the other hand. the complete

~bandonmentof gender. race. class. se~~al orientation or nationality as "real"

grounds on ~'hich to base movements. policies. and demands for recognition does

not at aIl seem to resonate ~·ith the kind of .. identity politics" that have been at the

heart of most social srruggles. In fact. as Rita Felski explains. these dissensions

~'ithin feminist theory may be interpreted as connected to the more general

difficulry M theorizing the relation between social and discursive structures on the

one hand and a concept of agency or self on the other."\10 Given recent

~ Rita F~lski. Besood Femjoist Aesthetics: ft:mjnis LiteraWŒ and Social ChaOiS
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developmenrs in social and linguistic theory. it of course seems troublesome to

perpetuate the idea of an autonomous female subjectivity mat unites the

experiences of aIl \vomen across raeial. historical. economic or national

boundaries, especially ~'hen such a notion serves to reinforce prevailing

ideologies and stereotypes. At rhe same time. ir seems important to mainrain the

idea that .. experience" is ~'hat in fact lies at the root of feminist and postcolonial

analysis or thinking. In the end. both feminist and postcolonial theorisrs find

themselves in a rather paradoxical position, basing daims to identity and agency

on certain categories ",'hile concurrently questioning the modalities of analysis that

~ppeal to these rerms, Consequentl)'. part of the ~vork of my dissertation ~'ill he

(0 find a ",'ar of negoriating this impasse such that subjectivity may be thought in

(erms that are able to argue for the authority of experience. indeed to account for

the .. reality" or felt immediacy of bodily experience and transmission. while also

being able to take into consideration the mediatory function of social. historical

and political contingencies.

This study thus begins ~\'ith the premise that far from demonstrating the

irrele"ance of a theory of the subject. these debates internai to feminism.

postcolonialism and other politically-motivated theories rather foreground the

persistent and ever-pressing need to think through the concept of subjectivity and

to render more precise ",'hat is meant \vhen one talks of a .. self." a .. body" or an

"identity." 1 argue. moreover. that it is possible to talk about the \\'ays in which

soda-historie forces might .. imprint" themselves on a body. while also imagining

(Cambridge. ~lo\: Harvard EP. 1989) 52.
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that body as having an interiority. In other words. feminist and postcolonial critics

need not automatically discount aIl ontologising effons at describing the self:

rather. \\o'e might begin by chaning a phenomenology of selves that accounts for

the \'arying culturaL political and historical specificities of people's lives and

experiences. Ho\vever. if CUITent ,,,"ays of thinking about subjecti"ity are

inadequate to the t~sk Jt hand. then \\'hat are sorne of the terms that might help?

\\'ould like to suggest. at this point. that it may be useful to rethink notions of

subjecti\"ity with recourse to the terms of affect and embodiment. Accordingly. 1

intend [0 mo\'e discussions of subjecti\'ity. ethics and agency away from a

frame\\'ork of rights. freedoms and choices Jnd into the horizon of those

interpersonal and intrapersonal forces that moti\'ate feminist thinking and action in

the first place. In tum. by adopting an understanding of subjectivity as embodied 

as originating. emanating and flo\\'ing fonh from the body - feminists can also

begin to counter the deontological and de-ontologising thinking that pervades

recent feminist accounts of ethics.

The proposition to locate subjectivity in the body. however. is a some\\'hat

tricky one for feminist theory to make given the academic climate of our clay. In

the political and social arena, feminist and postcolonial struggles alike have often

rnJ.de the body a pivotai point around \vhich campaigns of resistance have been

fought. For example. in the North American context. the right to the autonomy of

the female body has consistently been evoked in relation to issues as wide-ranging

as abonion. contraception. reproductive technologies and violence against women.

Yet. in the philosaphical corpus. feminists tend ta be extremely wary of graunding
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social and subjective identity in the specificities of the body.J'l This hesitancy is of

course nor \\"ithout good reason. The \'arieties of oppression and discrimination in

contemporary society - \\'hether these be gender. racial or sexual oppressions -

often ostensiblv occur on the basis of bodilv difference. For manv feminist. . .
scholars. then. any attempt to cast the body as a foundation for subjectivity has

been inrerpreted as an "essentialising" or conceptually violent move."" It is my

contention. however. that even as feminist critiques of essentialism have been

useful in denouncing certain reductive notions of gender difference. this critique

inevitably denies the particularities of both bodily and ideological constituencies

by ignoring a crucial dimension of the experience of ail subiecrs: namely. the

\'isceraI realities of the physical and psychical self. Of course. this is not at aIl to

say thar the "visceral" is unrelated to the social or political context in \vhich it

takes place: at the same time. the experiential realities of a panicular self cannot

simply be reduced to - or fully .. explained" by - sociological or political models.

The concept of embodied sub;ectivity. then. is able to take into account these less

calculable aspects of human experience - the visceral. affective. emotive. somatic,

~. s~ ~toir.I Gatens. Imaginac.. Bodie~: Ethjcs Po\\'er and Corpore;dîty (New York:
Rouùedgt:=. 1996).

•. Th~ concs:pl of ~ essentialism- carnt:= [0 ~ a highly contentious issue within feminL~t

studies in :'\onh Am~rk."3.. espt:cial1y in ms: early 1990s. My own thinking around this concept has
~t:=n greauy aided by Diana Fuss·s E..~eDlj;aU}· Spt"3kjng. Fus."·s hook offers an excellent analysis
and recon.o;iderntion of me different \\'ays in which lbe notion of M~ss~ntialism- cornes into play in
fs:minist criticism - and wh3t is at stake in the various debates involving this tenn. In panicular.
Fuss question... currt:n[ uendo; in feminist theory that discount ail questions rdating to - nature- or
-biolo~'- on lbs: grounds mat these domain.o; are somehow inherendy -essentialist.- Ukewise. she
cntiques the trend wt upholdo; -the sodal- or -the culturar as domain~ which an: always non
essentialist because they are -construeted.- Ramer. Fuss points [0 th~ ways in which certain social
or culrurnl con~tNets cao serve ta -flx· women·s raIes and identities just as much as nature can and
does change. Fuss's work leaves opdl the question of what it would mcan lo give histories of thal
change. a question thal aiso resides at the peripheries of my own work.
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conscious and unconscious dimensions of the self - while still siruating these

\vithin a historical. political. social or cultural milieu.

ln facr. \vhat is important to note is that the concept of embodied

subjectivity vie\\"s the body as a site of active change and contestation such that aU

ethical action unfolds through the interplay benveen culture and corporeality" ln

rhis respect. my understanding of the body and of embodied subjectivity

resonates. in many \\"ays. \\'ith the model of embodiment that Maurice .Merleau

Ponty puts fOl"\vard in his The Phenomenolos}" of Perception. one of the fe\\"

accounts in the modem western philosophical tradition to ground subjectivity

quite firmly in the body. ln particular. ~Ierleau-Ponty writes to counter the

.. idealist tradition of consciousness" that fo11o\\'s From thinkers such as Descartes

and Kant. In the Preface to The Phenomenoloi\". ~Ierleau-Pontyexplains ho\\'

Kantian philosophy. for example. envisages the body and its surroundings as

transparent. discrete entities ready to be identified. pointed out. or named. By

contrast. ~lerleau-Ponty \\"ants ta define the body not simply as .. one abject among

ather abjects." but rather as a dynamic agent \\"hich constitutes a .. horizon of

expectations and possible actions.- For ~lerleau-Ponty. bodily space and extemal

space fonn a .. practical system.- \\"hich indudes not Just the body. but also the

background against \vhich our actions stand out and the space in front \\'here our

intentions come ta light. Through this definitian. ~Ierleau-Pontyseeks to trace the

connections bern'een psychic. physiological and social forces. He strives ta show

the body as a mediator berween self and society. and to sho\\" ho\\' our mental

operations are al\\'ays bath constrained and made possible by the characteristics of



•

•

our physical bodies. Thus. in atternpting to break with the Cartesian split bem,reen

the psychic and the social. ~Ierleau-Ponty argues that the human subject is. above

ail. sentient and situated: the body is not only our point of vie\\' on the \\'orld. but

our \\~ay of being in the \\'orld, Ta experience something subjectively is at once to

"open up" an object and "ta be opened up" by that object. To perceive

something is to .. inhabit it and from that habitat grasp aIl other things.·· ln this

~\"ay. by arguing that our being takes the form of an active and embodied

subjectivity..Merleau-Ponry·s phenomenology of the self identifies the body as a

dynamic force that is able to negotiate. as "tell as transform. interior and extemal

realities...

But the problem still remains: ho\\'. precisely. might such a concept of

subiectiviry or embodiment help to formulate a feminist ethics around questions of

\'iolence or in spaces of immediate political urgency? Especially for those ferninists

~'orking v..ithin non-\\·hite. non-western. highly racialised. highly politicised

context5. ho~\' can recourse (0 a language of affect and embodiment aid in appeals

to ..1gency or ethical intervention over a discourse of rights. choices or freedoms?

Rajes\\'ari Sunder Rajan's Real and Imaained \Xi'omen. a ~,'ork that arises equally

our of literary and political cornmitments. 1 think. can help provide sorne tentative

ans\\'ers to these questions. lndeed. it \\'as Sunder Rajan's discussion of the

problems and politics faced by conternporary feminist organisations in postcolonial

India ~\'hen organising against sari - the "self-immolation" of widows upon theil'

.; ~laurice M~rieau-Pon~·, Phs:nQms:nQIQR~{ of Ps:rcS:DljOD. traos. Colin SOlin (Ne9.- York:
Routlt=dgt=. 1962).



•

•

husbands' funeral pyres - that first led me to see -embodiment" as a highly useful

concept in thinking about or formulating a feminist ethics. In particular.

embodiment in Sunder Rajan's \vork appears as a concept \,..hich does not fall into

the traps of a celtain ~'estem liberal indi\'idualism that dominates feminist

theorisations of ethics in North American universities today by silencing so many

\vomen around the ~'orld.'~ But before l elaborate on Sunder Rajan's appeals to

the term of .. embodiment." let me first place her \\"ork in context for those readers

\yho may not be so familial' \,,"ith the \'arious. and often heated. debates and

controversies that ha\'e erupted during the last t\vo decades over "the question of

sari' among postcolonial feminist critics in particular. and South Asian studies

scholars in general.

Sunder Rajan's discussion of sari folloVo's from a series of incidents \\'hich

occurred during the late 1980s in lndia and ""hich served to bring an

unprecedented amount of attention (0 the phenomenon of sari in the fonn of

ne~'spaper reports. documentaries and popular films. [n tum. this proliferation of

joumalistic and cinematic discourses functioned to spark numerous debates and

inquiries into the phenomenon of sari. its contemporary manifestations as weil as

its historical manifestations. among scholars \\;orking both in lndia and outside of

ie. As Sunder Rajan tells the stOI"\'. it aIl began in the fall of 1987. as 18-vear-old.... .

Roap Kan\\·ar. married anly seven manths. died on her husband's funeral pyre in a

small village just outside of Jaipur. the capital of Rajasthan. a northem Indian state.

.; Rajeswari Sunder Rajan. Real and IINKins:d ~:Qms:n: Gs:nds:r CUiNes: and
PQstco!onialism (~ew York: Routledgc:. 1993).
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perhaps best kno\\'n for its glorious martial tradition instrumental in the fight

against British colonialism. This event fuelled immense amounts of media interest.

This attention. coupied \\'ith the efforts of \\l'omen's groups across India. eventually

led to the issue of an ordinance banning not oruy the commission of sari. \\'hich

was already illegai in India. but also the glorification of safi through

representarions of it in the popular media, At the same time, ho\vever. the passing

of this legislation resulted in enonnous pro-sari rallies protesting the govemmenfs

interference in the Rajpufs practising of their sacred. religious rites and traditions.

In part. Sunder Rajan relays the story of these events in order to evoke the extent

[0 ~'hjch feminisrs in India are caughc in an ex'tremely paralysing dilemma \vhen

chey cry ta organise against sari or other forms of violence performed against

~'omen in the name of religion or tradition. Sorne defenders of safi. for example.

cbim that sari cannot be called a .. crime" because it is a venerated ritual and is

supported by scriptures. Other sympathisers cannot seem ta extricate safi from

the history of the Rajput civilisation and sa. for them. it serves as an index of a

po\\'erfui \varrior culture. There are even chose ferninist scholars \\'ho invoke sati

as a certain yogic or spiritual praetice for ,vornen in a society \\'hich did not allo"'~

them to gain spiritual mastery in any other ,,'ay.·' The question. then. for feminist

theorisrs and aetivists ,,'ho seek to argue. legislate and fight against praetices like

~jati continues to be: ho\\' does one make daims against cenain - traditions.-

certain practices of violence. \\'ithout disdaiming the ,,'hale of one's o""n

"~ .<\n;nd Sharma. A,il Ray. Alaka H~ib and Karht:rine K. Young. Salj- Hjstorig' and
Ph,ooms:oologÎCil! E'isars (~1hi: MotilaJ Banarsidas. 1988).
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- herirage" or. perhaps more importantJy. \vithout disdaiming and discounting

thase v-·omen v-'ho might -subscrïbe" to such traditions and on ,,'hose behalf these

'·ery daims are being made? In India. as in ather postcalonial spaces. such

questions are not easy given the tensions bet\\"een -tradition- and "modemity'"

Part of the difficulty in responding ta the issue of sari. of course. has to do

'with the long and complicated history of the legislation surrounding it. Safi ~'as

3bolished b\' lav-· in Bengal in 1829 b\· \X'ïlliam Bentinck. the British 20\'emor of. ~. ~

the time. This moment came to be knov-·n. by successive generations of lndians.

~s 3 founding moment in the history of v-'omen in modem India. Yet. as Gayatri

Spi\·ak quite sC3thingly points out. because of the framing of this legislation -

\\"herein colonial ruie. \\"ith its moralising and ci\·ilising daims. helped to re-invent

Indian -trJ.dition- along the lines more agreeable to the "modem- ~\'orid - the

3bolition of sari is also vie~\"ed by many Indians today as yet another case of the

coloni31 rulers heroically -rescuing- natj\"e v-'omen from a back,,'ards and barbarie

p3triarchy: -3 case of \\~hite men sa\·ing brov-'n V-'omen from bro~\"n men. _.... Lata

~bni. another scholar \\'ho has spent an enormous anlount of ùme chaning a more

C:lTefui history of sali and the legislatian surrounding it. echoes the same son of

bitter irony involving the moment that sav-· the abolition of sari: -even the mast

3nti-imperialist amongst us has felt forced to ackno\\"iedge the 'positive'

consequences of colonial rule for certain aspects of ~'omen"s lives..... ~ Pan of ,,'hat

- Ga~-atri Spi\"3k. -un the Suball~m Sp~k?- Colonial Discourst: and Postco!onja! ThrnC":
i.Rc:ad~r (Ed. Laura Chrïsman and Patrick \\-illiamo;. :"~. York: Columbia CP. 1986) 66-111.

.- Lata Mani. -Cootentious Tradition. - Rs:casting \\":omm· Essays in ColOnial HistoO' CEd4i.
Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid. l'~. Delhi: Kali. 1993) 88.
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bath Spivak's and ~Ianïs comments highlight is the ",oay in which the very history

of "'"amen in lndia is sa caught up ",oithin a problematics of "tradition" versus

.. modemity" that. even today. attempts to make interventions on behalf of women,

especially in the name of - progress," are often seen as funhering the bifurcation of

a society \\'hich needs to remain ~·hole. As Sunder Rajan ",·rites. "lntellectual

~\'ork produced under the sign of a global feminism and theory but o\'er the

signature of the postcolonial academic is open to charges of inauthenticity.

dubiousness of politics. academic mileage. alienated modernism and native

infonnancy. The activity of reading 'under western eyes' becames a fraught and

almest disabingly self-consciousness exercise.....r. Of course. \\°riting or even

thinking about the phenomena of sali from the vantage point of a North American

university. as 1 am doing no\\', is no doubt even more troublesome and difficult 

not just because of the distance. but also because of the incredibly racist

stereotypes that this subject is sure to provoke here more than in India. Yet.

perhaps il is precisely this e~~eme difficul~v of .. thinking through" something like

safi - given its extreme violence and horror: given its complicated history~ given

the variaus resistances. charges or provocation that such thinking might meet and

might ha\'e to an~'er ta: given the fact that the phenomena"of sali has often quite

singularly or ernblematically stood for the ., barbarity" of an entire civilisation: but

also given the challenges it poses ta the maintenance of an idealised notion of

Indian culture - that makes the issue of sali such an important and productive site

• Sunder Rajan 1.
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for a rethinking of the grounds of female subjectivity and feminist agency.

But no~' that 1 have mapped sorne of the terrain out of ,,"hich Sunder

Rajan·s "'ork ernerges and have outlined ,,'hy the issue of sati might be important

to a rethinking of female subjectivity. let us no,,' go back to ho"'. precisely. it is

that her particular discussion of sati caUs for a rethinking of subjectiviry along the

lines of embodiment as opposed to rights. Observing the case of Roop Kan""ar.

Sunder Rajan notices. for one. ho'" questions about the "consciousness~of the

""oman ""ho commits sati cornes up rime and again in determining the ethicality

of the act. The point that is at stake. equally. for both defenders and opponents of

sari seems to be: was the sati \'oluntary or the ""as the ""oman forced upon the

funeral pyre? Pro-sari groups seek ta establish sali as an individual. voluntary

decision. \\'herein the ""oman ""ho commits it does 50 in arder ta reach a

transcendent subiective and spiritual state. By this logie. the woman who commits

sari is likened ta male heroes "'ho perform other socially-sanctioned acts of self

sacrifice: for example. the \\'arrior ",'ho dies in battle. or the ascetic monk. "'ho

starves himse1f to death. Against this. anti-sati campaigns anempt to sho,,' the

\\'ays in \\'hich sati is not a \'oluntary but coercive act. They cite the family or

communiry pressure that ""as involved. They point out the censure and harshness

the ""oman \\'ould have ta endure if she "chose" ta live life as a wido"'. Even in

cases \\'here it is possible that the "'oman may have confonned with the decision,

anti-sari groups argue that this compliance ""as simply the result of ideological

indoctrination or .. faIse consciousness" and 50. therefore. could not be truly

-voluntary." Veto pan of ,vhat Sunder Rajan sets out to do is to sho"" ho"'~, by
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remaining locked into a frame~'ork \vhich establishes subjeetivity and agency

solely on the grounds of voluntarism or -choice.- feminists faU into a peculiar

double bind. 5he \\'rites. "If one subscribes to a liberal ideology of the freedom of

choice one must sometimes grant sati the dubious starus of existential suicide. To

refuse to do so is to find oneself. as feminists have done. in anothel' bind. that of

\'ie\\'ing the sati as inexorably a victim and thereby emprying her subiectivity of

any functioning or agency....- It is due to an effort to get out of tbis particular

bind. then. th:lt Sunder Rajan proposes the notion of "embodimenC as a less

paralysing \vay to think :lbout subjectivity and agency. Through the evocation of

this term. Sunder Rai:ln asks us instead to consider the acrual bodily conditions of

the \\'om:ln \\'ho commits sati: her pain. her buming flesh. hel' often drugged or

com3tosed condition. or in other cases. her scre:lming and jumping. ~rhy not

consider this \\'oman's pain. and her reflexes to\\'ard escape or no-pain. as an

acti\'e C:lll for intervention? \\~hat might it mean to base our o\\'n ethics on our

responses and reactions to such pain?

As Sunder Rajan does not really expand upon the implications of her

3rguments about pain or embodiment in Re:ll and Imagined Women, this is the

point at \\'hich my thesis takes its departure from her \vork. \\'hether or not we

\\"ant to ground an ethics or our interventions specifically or solely in ··pain." 1

think, is debatable. But \\'hat is important is this: by asking us to consider or think

about this pain. by asking us to imagine 9.·hat it might be like to inhabit mis body,

Sunder Rajan is. in effecr. asking us to take subjectit'e relation (0 an "other, - Hel'

.- Sunder Rajan 19.
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invocation of pain thus moves us to\vard an affective. as opposed to a purely

intellectual. ground. And. \\'hat Sunder Rajan seems to imply is that the very

legitimac:' of ethical and political projects lie. in fact. ~vithin mis affective domain.

Part of \\'hat is at stake here. then. is our abiliry to imagine another person's

experience. our ability (0 identify ~\"ith or "understand" it. our ability to "see" it or

"fee!"" it. Consequently, by extrieating the concepts of ethics and agenc:' From a

purely abstract or deontological sphere and by placing these instead in a

phenomenological or ontologieal realm. ~\'e can see ho\\' political engagement is

nor ooly a matter of reasoning, but also the process of becoming perceptive of the

~\':lYS in \\'hich another being might experience his or her O\\'n realiry, of ho~\'

~nother might "live" in his or her body. ~[oreover. by \vorking \\'ith such an idea

of embodied subjecti\'ity. Feminise critics could begin to engage not ooly \\'ith

conscious ideology, but also, in the \\..ords of the anthropologist ~1ichael Taussig.

.. \\'ith \\'hat mo\'es people \\'ithout their kno\\'ing quite \vhy or ho\\', \\'ith ,,'hat

makes the real and the normal. and above aIl 'with ~\'hat makes ethical distinctions

politically po\\'erful." ..-

In tum. this particular concept of the self - that is the self as an embodied

agent - has important ramifications for the "'ays in \\'hich ethics is both practiced

and understood by femînism. For example. the embodied subject is, in the first

instance, a sentient subject. By this accounr. the body is porous and permeable

because it is open to its surroundings and can ooly exist in constant exchange

... ~1ichad Taussig, ShaQ13nj"'m Coiooialism aod lbS' Wild Man: :\ Srudr in Ts:rror aod
Hsalioi (Chicago: L" of Chicago P, 1987) 366.
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~...ith its en\'ironment. As a result. the bodv's identitv is never closed or complete:. .

rather. it is buile shaped. disassembled and reassembled through contact ~'ith

other bodies. Of course. il is important to stress this because most traditional

notions of ethics are based upon a liberal political model ""hereby bounded.

autonomous individuals come together on a contraetual basis. In such a process.

the indi\"idual bodies themselves never change: people enter into alliance ~'ith one

another. but ahvays keep the boundaries between them intact. By contrast. an

understanding of ethics based on the idea of a porous and penneable body

reveals ho\"\; ethics proceeds not contractually. but through intersubjectil'e

relatlo'lS. as Sunder Rajan suggests. Ethies proeeeds by those imaginings that arise

from the affective relations bern'een one's body and others: it flo~'s out from the

self and into the social ~·orld. in\'ading and infiltrating everyday aetivities.

Follo~'ing this. the body is much more than simply the sense of muscles. or of

limbs. or flesh. or physioiogy. It is a force for imagining and acting upon the flo\\'

of hisrory: it is a site of kno~'ledge. experience. and authority. as weIl as a point

from ~'hich to aet.'"

Consequently. ~'hereas liberal-legai concepts of the bounded or

autonomous individual are rooted in political philosophies that have their origins

in an abstract notion of rights and freedoms - nor to mention in a panicularly

\'iolent moment of history in \\'hich European expansion effected massive

.. For ml~r~sting rhi1o~ophical and hislOrical in\'~stigations regardîng conc~p{ion."'i of th~

hody ancl ~mhodim~nt. S~. for exampl~. A1phon.~ üngis. Eoreiin Bodjs:s (New York: Roud~gt:.

199-f): S~ also F~hr. Mich~l. Ramona :'\addaff and ~adia Tazi.~. FrawnenJs for a HjstoO' of Ùls:

Huma" Badv vols.1-3 (:"~. York: Lrzon~. 1989).
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dislocations of land and of peoples - the notion of embodiment reminds us of the

concrete. material ~'ays in ~'hich people creatively detennine a project for

themselves given the constraints and possibilities of a particular social. historical

or subjective milieu. As Andre\v Strathem explains. "Tenns such as indiL1duaior

person tend to have an abstract ring of reference. belonging to political and social

philosophies that have to do ~vith rights. identities. and tendencies of \vill or self-

definition that are psychologically or legally based. Embodiment. by contrast.

reminds us of the concrete. the here-and-no~'presence of people to one another.

~nd the full complement of sense and feelings through ,,'hich they communicate

\\'ith :.lnother."~ In other ~';ords. the concept of embodied agency or subjectivity

r:ldic:llly depans from the common deontological stance that pen'ades ethical

rhinking - a stance \\'hich. not incidentally. is implicated in the myriad of violences

ag:linst ~\"omen through its perpetuation of the radical split benveen mind and

body, Instead. embodied ethics takes as its point of departure a

phenomenological model that insists on the situatedness of ail judgements.

Because human perception is al\vays partial. incapable of the kind of synthesis

that "'ould allo\\' a person to be a"'are of aIl rimes and aIl places. ethics too must

reject any transcendent set of rules that has the po'wer to impose itself

independently of the existing social. temporal or subjective terrain:' Accordingly.

ethical freedom is not achieved \vithin an entirely sovereign realm that is

.. .-\ndr~w Str.lth~m. Boch' !hQuahts (Ann Arhor: L' of MichIgan P, 1996) 2,

': S~~ G~raldin~ Finn. -Th~ Poliuc.o; of Conting~ncy:Th~ Conting~ncyof Politic.s - On th~
Political Implications of M~ri~u-Ponty·sOnlology of th~ FI~sh.M M,rlgu-Poou' Hs:an,ns:yljcs and
Pos[mod~rnism.~ds. Thomas Busch and Shaun GalJagher <•.t\..ibany: State li of S~W York P. 1992)
1":'1-8/.
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unferrered by difference. Rather. agency cornes from one's embe:'!:~ess in a

particular communiry: from the movements of one's body in a material reality;

from the kind of interventions one is able to make in a particular society: from

one's investments in certain ideologies: and from the bonds that one establîshes

\\"ith other bodies.

Follo\\'ing this. in order to understand ho\\! ethical action proceeds. we

need to take a closer look at the \"arious textures and contours of embodied

sentience. at experience in aIl of its tangible and tactile modalities - and at the

sensateness of human experience on \\"hich so Inany political movements. caUs [0

intellection and collective motions for change and healing lie. Of course. the

significance of imaginative literature to such a project quickly becomes apparent.

By keeping ali\"e memory as a reservoir of meanings and of possibilities. literature

enables us to see \\'here \\'e have been. \vhere we stand and where we are going,

Ir offers us a background context against \vhich we can think. move and chan out

our future actions. But e\'en more importantly. fiction also serves as a medium. an

intersubjective institution. V\-hereby subjects are able to open onto each other and

ethic~111y engage their different realities_ To quote from Hélène Cixous. Iiterature

is. in this vie\\.'. - the passage\\'ay. the entrance. the exit. the dwelling place of the

other in me - the other that 1 am and am not. that 1 don'[ kno\v hoV\r to be. but

that 1 feel passing. that makes me live - that tears me apart. disturbs and changes

me"-~· In other words. literature functions as a point of negotiation allowing for

.~ Hd~ne Comus. Th, :Ss:wly Born WOOlilO. uans. Betsy Wing (Minneapolis: Lof
Minn~sot3_ 1986) 85-6.
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the opening of ~vorlds and of meanings. It occasions "sHppages" or

-transliterations" bern'een different tongues and benveen different realities.

thereby creating the possibility for change and transformation.

Of course, at this point. it may be important to note that ",-hile fiction

enables individuals to communicate \vith or enter into the ~vorld of others, this

kind of ingression happens only and ahvays ta an extent. In facL the limits of

empathising \\'ith or gaining understanding of the total conte~lS of the lives of

others must also be ackno\\'ledged, Ta fail to accede the necessary limited

perspective that any given person can have on the life of a differentially situated

indi\'idual is ta do such an individual serious violence: ir is to fail ta respect or

m3ke room for the gaps in situation bern'een oneself and others. At the same

rime_ these fictions are equally a""are that \\'e are ah"ays in contact \vith others.

that our perceptions inevitably range over others and that. indeed. to kno~v

oursei\'es or [0 ascertain any kind of project for ourselves. \ve need to have

interaction \\Oith others. As Linda Alcoff states. "There is no neutral place to stand

free and clear in \vhich one's \\"ords do not prescriptively affect or mediate the

experience of others. nor is there a ",-ay to decisively demarcate a boundary

bern'een one's location and ail others.-~· 1 am convinced that the novels and

stories explored in this particular study demonstrate precisely sueh an

understandin~of human life and relations. On the one hand. thev reveal a
~ "

profound a""areness of the limitations of kno\\"ledge through their insistence on

specifie historical. social and bodily realities. through the careful attention given to

,. Linda Alcoff. ~Th~ Probl~m of Speaking for Others. - Cultufill CritjQu~ 20 (1991): 20.
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the various borders or boundaries that constrain us. marking our differences and

the places in \\'hich \\te are singular. Yet. on the other hand. these fictions also

sho\\' ho\\" these lines of demarcation are ne\'er impenneable. ho"" rhey may

al",'ays be negotiated, transformed. made and remade in response to the various

crises or questions unlocked by the pressures and placements of history. ln this

\'."ay. these fictions enable us to experienee and feel another tangible. eorpore~ll

\\'orld \\'hose reality opens out to us. touches us and. thereby. moves us in

po\\"erfu1 W:lYs.

Finally. in diseussing aIl of the tex-rual examples that fo11o\\·. it is important

to note that one of the things that :1110\\'5 me to read these panieular fictions

together is the \\'ay in ~'hich they a11 stand in opposition [0 a racher narro\\' US-

b~sed feminism \\'hich has dominated most feminist thinking about policics and

ethics and yet ",'hose conception of politics is rooted almost exclusively in the

experiences of \'o'hite, ",·estern. middle~class, heterosexual ",'omen. As the

postcolonial feminist eritie Rajes\'\'ari Sunder Rajan notes. this kind of liberal

feminism has ail [00 often exonerated itself from its own inherent ideology by

focusing simply. for example. on the sensationalist aspects of whar she caUs

o. staries of Third ~"orld torture and pain. - ~. According to Sunder Rajan. ""hile

these types of stories are sometimes successful in illustrating the pressing need for

ethical action. sueh examples more often than not serve as an index for cultural or

'" Sund~r Rajan 22. St=t= also th~ foUo'a.·mg: Chandra Talpad~ Mohanry. ~ Linder Western
EYt:~: Ft:minisr Scholarship and Colonial Discoursc:ç in Colonial Piscours, and Post-colooial
Th~nc·· :\ Rs:ad,r (7'~" York: Columbia L'P. 1994) 196-220: Ga~'3tri Spi\'3k's -ean th~ Subaltem
Sp~kr; J~nny Sharp~o -Th~ L'nspeakabl~Limil~ of Rape: Colonial Violence and Couot~r

lnsurg~n~·~Colonial Pi"'cours, and postcolooial Ths:00· 221-243: and Lata Mani's -Conlentious
Tr3ditions. -
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racial superiorif)". creating a binary opposition between "uaditionar cultures and

western feminism's "progressive" or "enlightened" stance. ~10reover. in

identifying aIl "minority" ~'omen - \vhether this be in terms of nation. race. class

or sexual orientation - as the naïve victims of patriarchy, mainstream \\"estem

feminism executes a certain "colonialisC move \\'hereby ~:omen ~"ith pri\'ilege

heroically act to rescue aIl "other" ~vomen not only from a "back~vards" sodetal

order. but also from their own "false consciousness'" However. as recent

developments in the fields of black criticism. postcolonial studies and queer theory

ha\'e sho\\·n. such a move only functions to deny \vomen positioned as "other" to

m:.linstream feminism any agency of their o\\'n by ignoring the very methods of

thinking and acting that such \\'omen have assumed given complex histories in

\\'hich experiences of \'iolence and discrimination based upon gender. race. class.

nationality. ethniciry and se~"Ual orientation often ~vork to reinforce one another.

Rather. ne\\' theorisations of the complex historical and contemporary relations

ben\'een gender. race. class and se~~ality embrace precisely this task of making

clearer the interdependence of such categories and the faet that they cannot, in

any case. be thought apan from each other.·· Accordingly. the fictions considered

.. For ~x:lmpl~s, S~~ Angela Davis, Woms:o RaÇt: élod Cl;1ss (london: Wom~n's Pr~ss,

1981): Ch~rri~ Moraga and Gloria t\nzaldua. s:d'i. This Bridge;: ealled m", Baek: W'rjtiois hy Radical
\X"om,o of Colou( (!'ev." York: Kilchen Tahle. ~roms:n of Colour P, 1983); Audre larde.~
QUIsjd,r: Essa}'s aod Spe,ch,s CTrum:lnshurg. :\-Y: Crossing P, 1984): Gayatri Spi\'ak. 10 Orher
'X"orlds: Ess;l)'s jn CulnJTjl! Polilies C~"Y: RoutJs:dgs:. 198i): Trinh T. Minh-ha, WomélO Native Otbee
\x'ritjow Po~lçQlonialjn' and Fs:mjnism (Bloonùogton: Indiana lTP, 1989): Cbandra Mobam.... Ann
Russo and Lourdes To('l'es. eds. Thjrd World WOffi,D and ths: poUties of fs:minjsffi (Bloo~ngton:
Indiana Lll, 1991): Makeda SïJver. ed.. Piec, of My Hgrt: j\ Leshjan Amho1QV" of Calour (Toronto:
Sister \ïsion P, 19(1); The VeQ'lmÜd," M AmholQ~W of WdtjoW by Asian and padfie Islander
L,shjaD and Bjsexual Womeo (Toronto: Sister Vision. 1994): M. Jacqui Alexander and Cbandra
TaJpad~ Mohant)'. ~ds.. Fs:mjnjsl GeneaIQgiS'~ Colonial Ls:gacje,~ Democratie futures (!'ie\\' York:
Rouus:dge. 1997): Martin Dubennao. ed. A Oyg:r World (Nev-" York: Nev.· York UP. 1997).
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in chis thesis trace the incricate connections berween sexual. racial. class. colonial

and national violences in arder to define strategies of change that are appropri3te

for the particular political and historical contex"ts out of \vhîch these fictions arise.

These works. then. do not focus on the stereorypical aspects of violence against

\yomen; rather. they sho\\' ho'" violence îs al\\'ays implicated \vithin elaborate

histories of national. racial, gender. dass and sexual relations which need to be

understood on their o\\'n terms,

This task is important in a society \\'here the imaginings and representations

of .. other cultures" - and by consequence the kind of imaginîngs projected onto

experiences of gender. dass or sexual orientation positioned as .. other" - are often

themselves the sites of such immense violence..Most commonly. "other cultures"

are either romanticised and exoticised. posited simply as empty terrains for

imperialistic fantasies. or depicted as .. ugly" and .. barbarie," invoking neither

desire nor engagement. These \\,'orks and discussions. however. understand

culture - as "'eH as the experience of the self in culture and history - in an

entirely different ,,·ay. In the pages of the novels 1 have chosen for discussion.

cultures. famifies and people - their desires. their sense of belonging. their

understandings of sex~ality and subjecti\'ity - are not 50 .. black and \\·hite." For

this reason. the reader is alerted to the difference bet\veen simple ethicll

prescriptions and complex ethical practices. For example. these staries do not

atternpt to "hide" the very real violences that exist in the panicular communities or

families of which they speak. nor do they reduce these communities simply ta

violence. They also speak of the profound beauties and loves that exist in the
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same places. In facto ~that is perhaps most remarkable about the narratives 1

discuss in this thesis is the ~\'ay in \\'hich they a11 paint such "intimate" portraits of

the places in \\'hich they are rooted. bringing (0 life for the reader even the most

minuscule details of a panicular locale - for example. the precise trails and

crackings of insects. snails and other such small creatures~ the ver\" sligh[ but
'- . '-

decisive shiftings of atmosphere during a change of season \\'hich is also the onset

of a fall in \vhich flo\\'ers do not bloom: or the distinct coolness of a red-cemented

veranda in an othef\\'Îse long. hot and incomprehensible summer. AU the novels

[hus speak of the kind of cultural kno\\'ledge that is acquired through the senses.

through immediate contact \\'ith or immersion in a culture. a geography. a history.

a community. or a landscape. \X~hile steeped in hisrory and politics. these books

do not offer any simple historical. political or moral "lessons," They tell us \\'hat

no number of maps or history books or ne\\'spaper repons can make palpable by

rendering. instead. a very" deep" kno~\'ledge of a culture and what it is Iike to

live. ahvays. as \\'e aIl do. compelled br and accountable to this real and tangible

sense of culture. This is ho\\' these novels acquire their ethical force: they play out

the '\\'ays in \\"hich people act and make judgments amidst highly intricate. binding

and deeply felt matrices of relations. bath real and imagined.
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The Ralf Not Told:
Violence~Love and the Fietional Imagination
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1 remember the first rime 1 read Toni Morrison's The Bluesr Eve ho'"

completely transfLxed 1 \\':lS by the t:lle. ~lorrison's first novel is perhaps one the

of the most difficult. yet moving. books 1 have ever encountered. The difficulty of

l\lorrison's teX!. hov.e\'er. lies not in its use of a camplicated language or narrative

structure. In fact. in comparison ro sorne of .Morrison·s later works such as

Bèlo\'ed or Jazz. this early novel seems. on the surface. relatively uncomplicated in

tenns of its plot. style. volume. or e\'en in terms of the breadth of "history" that it

co\'ers. :"arrated. for the most p:lrt. through the perspective of children. of e:lrly

3dolescence ta be more precise. The Bluest Eve is a novel that draws and invites

the re:lder inta :ln intim:lte sort af place: a place of camfort and fluency. In the

Aftern'ord to the book. ~Iorrison herself comments on her use of a .. spe:lkerly"

\'oice. She \\'rites about choosing to begin her novel with the phrase" quiet as its

kept. - for example. in order ta signal to her African-American readers a

recagnisable or everyday situation \\'herein a young child might be listening to

black "'omen conversing. or gossiping. \\'ith each other around a kitchen table.'lt

Similarly. through its playon the Dick-and-Jane primers \\'hich \\'ould be

immediately f:lmiliar to almost any one ,,'ho gre\\' up in North America in the mid

rn;entieth cenrury, Morrison's The Bluest Eve impans an aura of simplicity and

... Toni Morri.~n. Aftc:rword. The BluesJ Eye (S~' York: Plume. 1970) 211-1;.
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ease, What. then. is the novel's difficulty? The exigencies of Monison's novel

have to do \vith its overwhelming and often uncomfortable subject matter - for. it

is a slory of a young girl's extreme victimisation and brutal rape al the hands of

her o\\'n father. The Bluest Eve impels and implores its readers to look at

violences that most people \vauld rather not have to see. or have to kno\\'

anything about. Thus. the navers complexity rests not so much in the critical

interpretive challenges it might generate as in the affective and ethical responses it

demands of its readers.

This chapter attempts to take up precisely this question of the connection

bern'een affect and ethics in fiction by reading ~lorrison's The Bluesr Eve

alongside nvo other novels that also deal \vith situations of extreme violence and

\'ictimisation: Shani ~lootoo's Cereus Blooms al !'iight and Arundhati Roy's The

God of Small ThiniS, The fictions of ~'lorrison. ~lootoo. and Roy impress upon

rheir readers the immense obligations that accompany acts of speaking of and

Iistening to \·iolence. especially violences \\'hich take place within a locale of

familial. affiliative or affective relations. Accordingiy. ail three works exhibit a

pressing need to bear \vitness to violence "'hile simultaneously exploring the

difficulties or crises opened up by such an act. Often told through a series of

tlashbacks or memories. these texLS do not simply speak from the sites of their

traumas. but rather reproduce or re-enact the very experience of "traumatisation"

through their narrative rrajectories, The process of reading these works. then. may

aiso involve a cenain relïving or - passing on,. of violence or trauma. since to he

\vÎtness to such a tale ÎS to enter into it~ [0 come to inhabit it. to he seduced and
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haunted by it. Indeed. as Julia Mstev3 \\!rites. one of the dangers of literature that

bears ~'itness to violence is that such ~'riting often .. encounters. recognizes. but

aiso propagates the ill that mobilizes ir.""- At the same. 1 argue. it is ultimately this

visceral or bodily response - this -traumatisation" of the one \vho listens - that

allo\"\"s previously "unspeakabIe" experiences of individual trauma to enter into a

re:llm \"\'here such experiences may be cooperatively transformed and re~·orked.

\X,'hat is perhaps most striking about all of the three novels considered in

rhis chapter is ho\"\" they all convey to their readers \"\'hat it means to ~vitness at a

most basic. most \'isceral or most immediate level. The fictions of ~'lorrison.

~Iootoo :lnd Roy aIl try to grapple \"\'ith \"\'hat happens \"\'hen people are forced to

\"\·üness. ~·atch. observe. listen to. be suffused br, or be immersed in an

~n\·ironmentof \'iolence on a cantinuous. everyday basis. It is no coincidence

that ail of the novels considered in this chapter foeus on the experiences of

children. ln this \vay. they are able to introduce the idea of \"\'hat it is like to be a

\"\·itness to something - :l set of experiences. events or even circumstances - that

one does not necessarily "understand." that one cannot quite artiœlate. kno\\·. put

inta v.·ords or thoughts. or take action againsr. Thus. in the conte:x~ of my thesis.

these three novels allo\\' for an imagining of the kind of agency that is exercised

by those people \\'ho are normally thought of as not having any agency at aIl in a

\"\'orld of rights and choices. As a result. these stories can perhaps help us to

fonnulate more responsible and responsive practices of witnessing and

Julia Kn..~le,,"a. RThe Pain of Sorrow of the Modem World: The W'orks of Marguerile:
Duras.- trans. Katherinc: Jensen. fMI.a 102.2 (198ï): 1,38-;2.
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intervention on behalf of people ~\..ho cannot in faet tell their own story.

These narratives therefore also allo~' me to make an important interjection

in sorne of the debates and impasses that feminist and postcolonial thearies

encounter around questions of ethics. aesthetics and violence. On the one hand.

these navels force the reader to look at those -madnesses" and dislocations of

identiry that rnost people ~\"ould rather not have to see. On the other hand. they

do so using language and imagery that is highly sensuous and seduetive. at once

pro\'oc3tive and evocative. Consequently. my analysis of these texts provides a

point of departure for considering questions that are then taken up by rny

subsèquent chapters: \\,'hat are the sorne of the specifie ~'ays in \vhich \'arious

imaginative and social projects undertaken br ~'omen have explored and refigured

the conjunctians bern'een beau~·. pleasure and desire. on the one hand. and

politics. pa~\'er and agency. on the other? Ho~; might such a refiguration be

especially important in negatiating the impasses that feminist theory and other

sites anempting ta put forn'ard theories of violence run up against today?

Chapter One of my dissertation reviev.·ed the ways in ~'hich much

conternporary feminist theory has found itself at a point of crisis not only around

questions of experience and subjecth·ity. but also around the very questions of

aesthetics. politics and activism - their relations to each other. and their

connections to feminist epistemologies. Not surprisingly. these tensions within

feminism regarding the relationships berween experience. aesthetics. politics.

theory are even further exacerbated ~'hen it cornes thinking through the issue of

physical violence and the status of bodily emotions and experiences. Judith Butler
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and Joan Scon.in their Introduction to Feminists Theorize the Political. cite a

similar concem ,vhen they discuss the allegations of certain feminists ,vho daim

that the tum to~vard .. texLUality" in current poststructuralisr thought risks trivialising

the .. reality" of bodily violence:

Sorne feminists have argued that poststructuralism forbids
recourse to a 'real body' or 'reai sex' and that such recourse is
necessary to aniculare moral and political opposition to violence.
rape. and other forms of oppression. The line goes something
like 'rape is rea!. ifs not a te~L.' By problematizing the political
construction and deployment of 'the real.' do feminist arguments
informed by poststrucruralism end up in positions of moral
relativism and political complicity? ~rhat have been the responses
to this question? \X;"hat kind of feminist retheorizations of violence
and coercion are possible?'"

If \\'e are ta take seriously these questions. ~'e must also ask: ~'hy tum to fictionai

or aesthetic works \\'hen thinking about such questions of bodily \'iolence.

questions of immediate physical and palitical expediency? (f feminism and

postcolonblism are indeed caBs to think through the violences resulting From

gender. racial and se:-..-ual oppressions. then does this tum to fiction risk the

abdication of a certain responsibility to think through this violence? Do attempts to

narr~ltivise. fictionalise or artistically represent violence operate tO sharpen or

diminish pelitical arguments against violence? Ho\\~ does one go about thinking

thraugh the attractions. seductions and pleasures of these te",LS in relation to the

\'ialences that they portray?""

.... Judith Buùer and Joan Scott. - Imroduction. - FemlOjsts Theodz, the Po!iriç;ll. (Ed'i.
Budc:r and Scan. :'\~. York: Rouùc:dge. 1992) xvi.

.., S~ aJso Priyamvada Gapa!. Mor Victims and Vigilantes: The 'Bandit Qua=n'
Controver.iY. - SilWwsts: Gs:nder Issyes jn Posr-Iodsps:ndencs: Indjil. ed. Ra,eswari Sunder Rajan
(~ew Delhi: Kali P. 1999) 292-330. an article: which raises similar questions around the issues of
\;oJence. rape and representation.
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Of course. the task of creating a theoretical language that ",rill give full

\\'eight to the issue of violence is made particularly difficult by the faet that pain.

\'iolence and other related phenomena are most frequently situated in opposition

to and sometimes even outside of language irself. For example. Elaine Scarry. in

her book The Bod,· in Pain. describes the ~'ay in ~'hich physical pain often deRes

ordinary verbal expression. She ~·rites... Physical pain does not simply resist

I3nguage but actively destroys it. bringing about an immediate re\1Jlsion ta astate

3nterior ta language. to the sounds and cries a human being makes before

bnguage is leamed. -" Scarry goes on ta explain that for the person ",'ho suffers.

[he experience of pain. \','hile undeniably present. is almost impossible ta confinn

[hrough reference ta e:\.'temal sources. Thus. although the sentient materiality of

p3in is readily·grasped and immediately recognised by the individual \','ho feels it.

for those others \','ho lie outside of its domain. there is no easily available method

~'ith \\'hich to identify. obsen'e or measure another person's experience of pain.

The unshareability of pain then has to do \vith the \\"ay in \vhich pain refuses

simple verbal obiectification. Because of its intensely subjective nature. pain

opposes traditional forms of representation and becomes incommunicable.

Yet. according [0 Scarry. it is also important to note that ",'hereas the

\'ictims of violence lose the ability to share their experience of pain through

reference to language. the perpetrators of violence customarily employ certain

discursive and rhetorical structures in order ta administer torture, ln facto torture

'», Elain~ Sclrry. The BodY in P3in~ The Makjng and tJnmakinK of lbs: WorJd ( ~e\\' York:
Oxford L'P. 1985) .:t.
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not only eonsists of specifie aets of inflicting pain: it also ent3ils a complex process

of besto~ving visibility on the structure and enonniry of pain, But even as displays

of violence sen'e to obiecti~' pain. they 31so funetion ta deny the materialiry of the

victim's suffering. focusing instead on the po\\rer or agency of the one who is

administering the torture, Ir is for this reason that torture and representations of

torture induce fear instead of empathy. producing bodies that are submissive to

the dominant political order, In a similar vein. ~lichel Foucault explains ho\\'

\'iolence attaches itself to human bodies. indeed. ho~\: it inscribes itself on

indi\'idual subjectivities. He describes the \vay in ,,'hich the body is trained.

tortured and manipulated by a set of nonnative practices or judgements ,,'hich

form \',,'hat he caBs the political technology of the body: "a set of material elements

and techniques that sen'e as \',,'eapons, relays. communication routes and supports

for the po"'er and kno"'ledge relations that invest human bodies and subjugate

them by tuming them into abjects of kno\',,'ledge, .. "l For both Scarry and Foucault.

then, \'iolence, induding its representation. has the effeet of objeetifying the body,

of e:\Lric~ting human subiectivities from the e:\Lemal social order,

The difference bet~veen Scarry and Foucault. however. lies in their

respective theorisations about the body's internaI response to this kind of violence,

For Foucault. the body often takes on the form of a .. ra\\' material" on ~thich

\'iolence is \\'rinen or inscripted, As Teresa de Lauretis explains. Foucault's

account leaves much to be desired for feminists. since it does not sufficiently

.,: Michel Foucault. Dic;<-iphns: and Pllnish: Tbs: Bjab of tbs: Prison. U'anS. Alan Sheridan
(~ew York: Random Hou.se. 19:;) 28.
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engage with the question of agency. \vith the different l\'ays in which bodies resist

and react to violence.r.; Br contrast. Scany offers a theory of agency br looking

more specifically at the relationship benveen ,"iolence. the body and the creative

imagination. For instance. the sequence of actions through \vhich the body is

objectified. denied agency and severed from its o\\'n \'oice is described by Scarry

~S J process of "unmaking." In particular. the act of unmaking causes an

èmptying out of the body: it is a process \vhereby violence functions to destroy

the self and ies sources for self-e~Lension. It is for this reason that Scarry depicts

pain as J. state ~\"hich is unerly ··abjectless." preduding as it does the bonding of

inrerior feelings ~·ith campanion objects in the external \\"orld. And yet.

paradoxicaIly. it is chis very condition of objectlessness that gives rise ta a reverse

prOCèSS of .. making.·· a complicated mechanism \\'hereby the imagination invents a

","hale ne~' ~'orld in ~'hich the subject is able to e~Lend and sustain itself. Scarry

"'Tites ... Im~gining is. in effect. the ground of last resort. That is. should it happen

rhat the "'·orld fails to pro\'ide an obiect. the imagination is there. almost on an

emergency stand-by basis. as a last resource for the generation of objects. Missing,

they ""i11 be made up. "": Br ~\"ay of the creative imagination. the subject is able (0

transform pain into an image of agency. This image is then able ta lift the

experience of pain a~;ay frorn the body and into the e"..temaI \\'orld. thereby

carrying sorne of the very attributes of pain along 'tvith il. In the same \\'ay.

'- Tc:=rc:=sa dc:= Lauretis. -Thc:= \ïolc:=ncc:= of Rh~[onc.:: Con.o;idC:=f3tions on R~pr~s~ntationand
G~ndt:r.- Th>" Viol,"c>" of Rs:pres,matioo. c:=dOii. :"ancy Ann..o;uong and Leonard Tc:=nnc:=nhouse
(London: Routledge. 1989) 239-358.

~. Sarry 166.
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~"omen's literature that imaginatively bears ~"itness ta sexual and racial violence is

important not only because it offers the body in pain a method by \\"hich it can

heaJ and transform itself. but also because il expresses the human body's

è)."traordinary capacity for self-expansion and its propensity to\\"ard a larger

collectivity.

Feminism of course has long recognised the intricate and important

connections ber,...een ,...omen·s imaginative enterprises and the reconstitution of

femaie subjectivity. As 1 have aiready mentioned. the emphasis placed on the

need ta testi~· ta \"iolence \\"ithin feminism serves to highlight an important fact:

individuai experiences of violence and trauma need to incorporared inro a

collective narT3tive memory that ~"ill al1o\\" traumatic occurrences to be

communiclted and integrated tnto the present. As \\'as explained by Scarry. pain

gains its pO\\'er precisely because of its innare unshareability. Similarly. Shoshana

Fdman and Dori Laub speak of the unusual silences that mark experiences of

trauma. ln particular. I.3ub \\·rites... ~1assi\'e trauma precludes its registration: the

obser\'ing and recording mechanisms of the hun1an mind are temporari!y knocked

out. malfunction. The victim's narrative - the very process of bearing witness to

massi\'e trauma - does indeed begin \\"ith someone ~'ho testifies to an absence. to

an event that has not yet come ioto existence. -~. In other \\·ords. the inability of

sur;i\'ors of violence to experience. fully. traumatic e\"ents as they occur means

that there is a peculiar absence at the heart of all traumatic histories - an absence

'.. Dori Laub. ~Ikaring ~7itn~s or th~ Vjcissitud~s of listening. - T,stimoor: Cris,s of
~-itne~slOi in Üter.uure psyçboanaiysis and HistoO', by Deri Laub and Shoshana Fdman (New
York: Rouù~ge. 1992) 57.
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that results in trauma's inaccessibility. In light of this facto the sharing or telling of

stories may be a \vay for sun'ivors to create an alternative historicity, an altogether

ne\\' historical frame\\'ork in v..hich sun'ivors are able to cantemplate. evaluate and

position their lives, The naming. narrating and remembering of violence can alla,,·

each of us ta pbce in conte~~ the trajectories of violence that we. as individuals.

ha\'e come ta inherit and ho\'; these legacies press upon us in the present.

ln manv \vavs. the fictions to which l "'ill shortlv mm enable ;ust such acts, , .

of su['\'i\'al. and it is for this reason that 1 am reading them together as literatures

that "bear \\'itness" to racial and se:\.'Ual violence. among other things. However. if

tr3uma is rarely experienced in the present. as Felman and Laub argue. or if it is

experienced anly as an absence. then the process of "'itnessing violence is

3ctuaUy some\\'hat more complicated than \\'hat we might at first take the acts

"naming" or "narrating" to mean. ~'1y own understanding of what it means to

.. hear \\'itness" resonates \\'ith the definition put forth by Sharon Rosenberg. In

particular. Rosenberg explains that the caU to \\'itness can be understood as a

summoning of one to attend to another's remembrance of violence or trauma,

making the act of bearing \\!itness first and foremost -a practice of listening.·' This

process of listening, howe\·er. cakes a very distinct shape: witnessing involves not

sirnply listening for ~\'hat is being testified ta - the \vords of the testimony - but

:11so listening for the sïlencings of the self. It is perhaps imponant to note that

Rosenberg cornes to this particular definition and understanding of -~vitnessing"

thraugh her o\\'n thinking around the Nlontréal massacre of December 6. 1989 -

,,'here fourreen women. all engineering students at Montréars L'école
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Pol~1echnique. "'ere shor [0 death br Marc Lepine. a man who, in one

"spectacular" moment of \'ialence. stormed into the university and murdered these

~'omen for the "reason" that he sa\\' them usurping roles that had been

traditionally reserved for men and also due to his o"'n "private frustrations" \vith a

girlfriend at home.

\X'hat is particu13rly significant, however. about Rosenberg's account of both

this event and her thinking process around the ~'ays in ~'hich such .. spectacular"

or .. unthinkable" moments of violence become memorialised or ~'itnessed is chat.

in engaging \\'ith .. other" ~'omen's experience of violence. Rosenberg finds herself.

conscîously and unconsciously, beginning a process v.·hereby her o"-n experiences

bècome "defamiliarised" to herself. In specific. Rosenberg notes ho,,', in thinking.

t~lking and ~'riting about the ~lontréal massacre, she begins. qUite inad\'ertently.

remembering. recalling and repetitively summoning forth her o~\'n memories of

se:-..-ual abuse and incest. Bur che one rhing that is most striking in aIl of this.

Rosenberg ~'rires, is her av.·areness of rhe ,vay in ",·hich. for a long rime. she had

ne\'er identified her o""n experience of incest as eirher "violence" or Mabuse" of

any kind. Reflecting back on the reasons for rhis. Rosenberg explains that because

she experienced incest and se:-..-ual abuse at such an early age. for sa many years.

and ,vith such regulariry. she had simply understood and experienced incest as

part of her .. identity." An ordinary and everyday occurrence. incest simply

became, for her. a perceprual frame ~'ith ""hich ta vie"" the '\\'orld.

Rosenberg's account is important in terms of my thesis because it brings out

the faet that sexual violence - especially familial or domestic violence - is often
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sUent and silenced. made secret and unspeakable not always because of its

.. e~lremity.·' but rather because of its very ordinariness - an ordinariness that has

ta do 'tvith the frequency of its occurrence and \vith the ~'ay il is often .. not seen"

even. or especially. by those who are closest ta it. At the same time. her account

reveals the process by ~'hich she cornes ta identify aspects of her life ":hich were

heretofore "natural" and "routine" as violent or abusive at the same lime that she

cornes (0 see ",'hat had appeared to her at first as a .. spectacular" moment of

violence as qUite ordinary or systemic - part of the many other routine violences

and oppressions that occur in societal institutions. ~rhat Rosenberg's narrative

implies and makes evident. then. is ho",' the act of .. bearing witness" involves a

proeess of leaming to see and listen to the self through other eyes and other ears:

3 proeess that. paradoxieally. also in\'olves leaming to see more clearly through

one's o~'n eyes. or learning to place one's self more clearly in one's own body.

For this reason. Rosenberg argues that the aet of bearing witness to another

involves. first and foremost. a process ~'hereby one has to leam to listen for hov-' a

particular testimony might implicate oneself. Br consequence. the practice of

'tvitnessing entails the recognition of a responsibility that signais a differentiation

bet\yeen a ~'itness and \\'hat Rosenberg caUs a "voyeur" or "tourist": "those

subiect positions that allo~' people to visit. pass by, even scrutinize without doing

the \,",ork of thinking through the implications of a testimany for their own

formation and relation to hislory... t-~ In contrast. the fictions of Monison. Mootoo

',< Sharon Rosen~rg, ~ Inlerseeting Memories: Bearing Witness to the 1989 Massacre of
""omen in Montreal.- H\:palia 11.'1 (1996) 123.
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and Roy impress upon their readers the immense obligations mat accompany the

acts of reading their \vorks by relating seemingly singular. irrational or

.. extraordinary" instances of \'iolence to other experiences that faU under the realm

of the "everyday." ~Iostly. these fictions sho\v that violence is not something that

exists ,. out there." in other ''''oriels. or in the lives of other people. outside of us:

rather. it is something to be grappled \vith "on the inside" as \lo'ell.

The first of the fictions l ",'ill discuss is Toni Morrison's The Bluesr Eve, a

novel chat certainly takes up the issue of \\~hat it means to be bath -\vitness" and

.. voyeur'" .\Iorrison·s first novel tells the story of Pecola. a young adolescent

:\fric~n-:\mericangirl ,,,,ho gro\\~s up during the 1930s and early 1940s in a small

to\vn in Ohio. In particular. che te)..~ tells the story of ho",' Pecola is raped by her

o\\'n f::lther. The book begins \\'ith the ominous revelation that Pecola is having

her father's baby. but then the narrative recedes in time so as to explain how mis

terrible event has come to happen. As the reader passes through the seasonal

cycles \\'hich organise ~lorrison's no\'el. he or she becomes part of a plot that

leads. via flashbacks and circular storylines. to \\'hat appears to be an inevitable

and inexorable conclusion: Pecola's rape and her ensuing schizophrenie madness.

In many senses. violence is depicted in this novel as something that repeats itself

endlessly and almosr genealogically. For example. Pecola's father. ChoUy

Breedlove. is driven to alcoholism and sexual violence after having been himself

the \'ictim of extreme brutaliry. Like\\'ise. Pecola's mother. Polly Breedlove. lives a

form of psychosis as the sen'ant of a white family. On the surface. then. Morrison

creates an universe in \\'hich there is no immediate regeneration: her novel is a
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place ~'here even marigolds ~rill not bloom. ~'here violence perpetuates itself

generationally and socially. where the characters are often no more than mere

victims of a cruel. unstoppable history.

Indeed. l\-lorrison's novel reveals not only the intense necessity to bear

""itness to sexual and racial violence. but also the sheer difficulties of doing 50.

By ""ar of her fiction. ~lorrison asks a difficult question regarding the ethicality of

telling and listening to stories of violence. W"hat are the responsibilities that attend

a ",'itness? ln face it is ~\'ith this question of respansibiliry that The Bluest Eve bath

begins and ends ....· The novel opens ""ith the rather cryptic statement that ~there

\Vere no marigolds in the faU of 1941" and begs the question: why did the flo~rers

not bloom? \'/ho or \"\'hat is responsible for this unusual occurrence? By the end

of the stary. ho""ever. we kno\"\' ho"" ta interpret this statement, The primaty'

narratar of the story. a young girl named Claudia. together with her sister. Frieda.

ha\'e been fervently selling seeds ail summer in the hopes of eaming a brand ne""

bicycle. But. in the end. they decide to "give up the bicycle" and. instead. to plant

the seeds in response to the .. gossip" they overhear about a friend of theirs:

rn'elve-year-old Pecola. ""ho is carrying her fathe{s child.

ln particular. the gossip pertains to \vherher or not the baby ~rill live and

ho",' unequivocally "ugly" it ",·m be if it does. Claudia, on the other hand. has a

'. In almos( aIl of her interviews or musings about her own work. Monison identifies her attempt
to remember and historicize traumatic events as a panicularly ethical act allowing for social change and
survival. For example. in conversation with Paul Gilroy. she says of mis. "11'5 got (0 be because we are
responsible.... We live in a land where (he past is always erased and America is the innocent future in
which immigrants can come and stan over. where the slate is clean. The past is absent or ifs romanticized.
This culture doesn'( encourage dwelling on. let alone coming to terros wilh. the truth about the past..•• See
Paul Gilroy. The Black Allantic: ModemilY and Double Consciousness (Cambridge. MA: Harvard~ ',~4)..,..,..,
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different reaction ta this -terrible. a",ful secret." She muses, '41 thought about the

bab,' mat evervbodv ~vanted dead. and sa\\' it ver\" clearlv... ~fore strongly than. .. . .

my fondness for Pecola. 1 felt a need for someone to \\'ant the black baby ta live -

just to counteract the universallove of white baby doUs" (190). Thus, Claudia and

Frieda plant the seeds as an offering made on behalf of the unbom child:

50. it \\'as confidence. strengthened by pity and pride. that we
decided to change the course of events and alter a human life.

'\X'hat we gone do. Frieda?'
'\X,'hat can \\'e do? ... it \vould be a miracle if it lived.·
'50 lefs make it a miracle"~-

The pbnting of the seeds is an act of hope. It is something that the girls "can do,"

Yet. as \\'e kno\\·. their act does not take fruition. There are no marigolds in the

FaU of 1941.

Thus. \\'hile Claudia's narrative helps us to figure out hou' it has come to

pass that hers is an autumn \\,jthout marigolds. it still leaves open the question of

[cb)' the tlo\\rers did not bloorn. Why did the .. miracle" not take place? \X'ho is to

brame for its not \\'orking. for this bleak tum of e\"ents? Let us examine Morrison's

opening paragraphs for sorne dues:

Quiet as ifs kept. there were no rnarigoldc; in the faIl of 19~1. We
thought. at the rime. that it \\'35 because Pecola \vas having her
father"5 baby that the rnarigolds did not gro\\·. A lime
examination and much less melancholy would have proved to us
that our seeds were not the ooly ones that did not sprout:
noborly's did. Not even the gardens fronting the lake showed
rnarigolds that year. But so deeply concemed \\'ere \ve \\'ith the
health and safe delivery of Pecola's baby we could think of
nothing but our own magic: if \'le planted the seeds. and said the
ri~ht words over them. thev \vould blossom. and evervthing

'- ... • la.

wouId he ail right.

{>- Toni Morrison. Th, Blu(st Eys: ;-6. AlI funher referenct:s [0 this [ex! will appear in
parentheses.
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It \\'as a long time before my sister and 1 admitted ta
ourselves that no green \vas going to spring from our seeds.
Once \\'e knev;. our guih \\'as relieved only by fights and mutual
accusations about \"ho \\'as to blame. For years 1 thought my
sister \\'as right: it \\'as my fault. 1 had planted them tao far dO\\'n
in the earth. It never occurred to either of us that the eanh itself
might have been unyielding. We had dropped our seeds in our
o~\"n Htde plot of black din just as Pecola's father had dropped his
seeds in his o"'n plot of black dirt. Our innocence and faith were
no more productive than his lust or despair. What is clear no,,' is
that of aIl of that hope. fear. lust. love. and grief. nothing remains
but Pecola and the unyielding earth. ChoUy Breedlove is dead:
our innocence tao. The seeds shrivelled and died: her baby tao.
(5-6)

This initial passage moves the reader through several different possibilities of who

or "'hat is responsible for the floVo'ers not blooming. First. the passage places the

burden of hisrory on the people or characters \\'ho are the subjects of this affair.

The flo\,\'ers did not bloom because Pecola is having her father's baby, and the

bbme rests on ChoUy for" drop[pingJ his seeds in his o\\'n plot of black din."

~e:\."t. the passage shifts responsibility to Claudia. Frieda and their "magic," If the

tlo\'\"ers bloomed. then it ~vould be because the)' "planted the seeds, and said the

right \"\'or ds over them.·· Br the same token. since the seeds did not sprout. it was

because someone planted the seeds too far clown in the eanh. But finally. the

p3ssage suggests that the blame rests upon the" unyielding" earth itself. for. it is

not only their seeds that did not sprout: nobody's did. Similarly. in the last lines of

the nove!. Claudia denies that the flowers die through any fault of her own and,

instead. e:\.'tends the responsibiliry to each of us and. ultimately. to "the land of the

entire counuy.- She says. "1 talk about hoVo' 1 did no! plant the seeds too deeply,

hoVo' it \\'as the fault of the earth, the land. of our to\vn, . , . This soil is bad for

certain kinds of flo"'·ers. Cenain seeds it will not nurture, certain fruit it will not
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bear. and ~vhen the land kills of its o\\'n ,'oHtion. we acquiesce and say the victim

had no right ta live" (206).

AlI of these "ans""ers," ho~\'e\'er. to different degrees. l'est uneasily \vith the

reader. It certainly cannat be Pecola's fault, She is the victim here. She is a

[\\'elve-year-old girl. Yet. \ve cannot Si7np~1' assign aIl blame to ChoUy. her father.

As 1 Vo'ill shorrly explain in my analrsis. the novel goes ta great Iengths ta sho\\'

ho\\' he is also. ta an extent. acting out of a violence that is not entirely his o\\'n

making. The idea that it is the fauit of Claudia or Frieda does not make any more

sense than (0 say il \\'as Pecola's fault. Granted. they could have been kinder to

Pecola: they couid have loved her more than they did, But they tao are just

children. Ho\\' s~veet and sad at the same time that they \\'ould think that their

.. magic" could make such a difference. Is it true. then. as Claudia concludes. that

this is aIl the fault of the to't\'n. the country. the society. or possibly even the fault

of an unyielding earth? But this anS\\'er. too. silS uncomfonably \\'ith the reader.

Certainly. a lot of blame may be attributed to .. the town" or "country" or to the

organisation of .. society." but ta resign all of these events ta the fauIt of an

.. unyielding earth" appears ta abdicate aIl responsibility altogether - the very

ethics that this novel sa desperately calls for, At an entirely different level. to

lea\'e such a tum of events to an unyielding earth perhaps also serves to abdicate

ail hope that things could ever change or that one could ever nzake things change.

Perhaps. the novers readers. despite their -grov;n-up-ness." need to believe. at

least. in the possibili~vof Claudia's "magic" after all? Then. who indeed is

responsible for what happens to Pecola?
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While my reading of this text cannat in. any definitive way. answer this

question - for. ultirnately. 1 do not think that the te:\~ al10ws for such an answer - 1

~'ould like to make sorne gesrures as (0 ho~' one rnight think about the various

questions about power. responsibiliry and agency that this novel opens up. What

is important is that. in this book..Morrison places responsibiliry neither solely on

any one individual nor simply on a .. society" that is external ta aIl individual

intervention. Rather. she asks us to consider the foIlo~,'ing: Who are \\'e as

indi\'iduals? W'hat makes us 50? W'hat shapes us? What makes us do the things we

do? By the same token. \vhat or ~'ho rnakes up a society? What kind of agency

does a culture or society exercise over us. as individuals? What kind of agency

can and do ~'''e exercise over our culrures. over our environments? Any analysis of

pO~'er and agency in The Bluest Eve consequently must begin by looking ar the

~'3Y in \\'hich -"lorrison insists on situating Pecola's rape 9;ithin a complicated

historical and social matrLx of class. race. gender and sexual relations.

Set in the 19305 and 1940s. chis novel documents in part the difficult and

often violent history that attended the mass migration of Southem blacks to the

industrial North. As the historian. George Fredrickson notes. prior to this. the

image of blacks in US culture at large \vas dosely tied to an ideology that linked

blackness \\'ith a dangerous or irrepressible sexuality. As a result. institutional

methods of fear and terror became the most common sociological method for both

racial and sexual control. During the early twentieth century. however, a shift

occurred. and a ne\\r psychological and sociological approach of whites to black

presence came into prominence. one which \\"as geared toward an increasingly
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urban-oriented. bureaucratic and consumerist society, In panicular. mis approach

involved "'hat Fredriekson identifies as a method of .. social engineering- designed

to break up and neutralise the potential of black communities: namely. a proeess

\\'herebya \\rhite bourgeois social model based on the values of respeetability,

patience. prudence and propriety \\'as used ta suppress black spontaneity and

sensualiry."'" For the purposes of this analysis. what is panicularly important to

note is ho\\' the political model that is set up during this period is one in \\'hich

racial control is administered through anendanr meehanisms of sexual repression,

~lorrison's novel tells of the immense physical and psychological \'iolences

tha[ pbgue J society whieh is subjected to this mode!. In genera!. the book

depicrs the [ragie consequences of black men and \vomen \vho experience a loss

of what Morrison calls "funk,"- One example of such an individual is the

character of Geraldine. Morrison describes Geraldine's Iife as being ilIustrative of

the situation faced by many other black \Vomen \\'ho migrated from the deep

South [0 the North, Having moulded their habits ro fit certain bourgeois paragons

of social etiquene. these \\'omen suffer from a kind of alienation chat results.

ultimately, in their inabiliry to experience sexual or sensual pleasure: .. She will

gÏ\'e him her body sparingly and partially. He must enter her surreptitiously.

,.. Gc:orgc: M. Fn:drickson, Th" Black Imai" in th" Wbis" Mind: Th!;" Pt:h;u'k Qn Afro
Am"OGIO Charncwr ilOd Ds:stiny 181;-121.. (Hanover, NH: W'eslevan (JP. 19i1) 325. ~t: aiso Hazel
Carhy. Rs"cQn~tnaetIQK Womanbood: Ths: Ems:rseoc" of th!;" AfricaO-AmStigo Wowao Novdjst (N~'
York: Oxford L'P. 198i); and E\'dyn M. Hanunond'i. "Toward a G~nt:alogy of Black Femal~

Sc:xuality: The Problematic of Silence. - Fs:mioi.~t GenglQsies Colonial ls;:gads:s. Ps:moc[3liç
Funm:s, eds. M. Jacqui Alexander and Chaodra Talpade Mobanry (S~· York: Rouùedge, 1997) 170
182.

lJ" See Susan WiUi..o;. "Eruption~ of Funk: HisloridZing Toni Momson." Toni Moujsoo:
Critical Persnegives· fast and Pœ~s:nt, eds. Henry Louis Gales and Anthony Appiah (New York:
Amistad. 1993) 3Q8. 29.
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lifting the hem of her nightgown only to her navel. He must rest his \veight on his

elbo\'\'s as they make love. ostensibly [0 avoid hurting her breasts but actually to

keep her from having to [ouch or feel [00 much of him- (84). In a similar fashion,

the character of Pauline suffers a certain loss of identity as she distances herself

from her o\,\'n sensuality and instead anempts to emulate the images of \,\'hite

beaury that she sees in movies. Of course. Pauline's life is funher complicated,

Ha\'ing been thro~\"n into po\'erty. she is forced to \'\'ork as a maid in the houses of

\yealthy, \,\'hite families. Here. she suffuses her employer's children \,\'ith love but

reacts \"iolently to\\"ard her o\,\'n. The profound psychologieal dislocation that

Pauline undergoes only testifies to the barbarie \'\'ays in \,\'hich se:\-uaI. racial and

cbss oppressions \,\'ork to reinforce eaeh other - resulting in. not surprisingly. a

daughter \\'ho \,\'ishes more than anything to ha\'e blue eyes.

Ho\,\'e\'er, one of the most dramatie and disrurbing episodes in \'\'hich

se~~al and racial violences coalesce in this novel occurs in a scene that in\'olves

not Pauline. but ChoUy Breedlo\'e, During this part of the stor1'. the reader is

taken back in rime ta meet ChoUy \,\'hen he \'\'as a nai,,'e and carefree adolescent.

\'\-e see ChoUy falling in love for the very first time. as he begins making love to a

young bbck girl named Darlene in the midst of an open field on the edge of the

\\"oods. ~'Iorrison begins narrating this incident \vith a prose that is lush and

sensuous. describing in detail the -taste of muscadine- that lingers on Darlene's

lips as ChoUy kisses them; the sound of "pine needles rustling loudly" in the

background: the - smell of promised tain- that hangs in the air; and the soft hues

of the -green-and-purple grass- in ,,'hich mer lie (146), Morrison's use of this
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sensuous. evocative language - a language that seems to offer a ne"'- ocular

\"ocabulary for perceiving the ~\"orld - mimics for the reader ChoUy and Darlene's

o\\"n experience. as they discover. in each other. a beauty that they have not seen

before. The narrator ""rites, from Cholly's perspective. -their bodies began to

make sense ta him- (14'7). Indeed. something ne"" is becoming perceptible not

only ta ChoUy and Darlene. but also ta us, the readers. through ~lorrison's

stunning descriptions.

But the scene is abruptly cut shon. ChoUy and Darlene's love-making is

suddenJy and traumatically interrupted by the appearance of m'o armed ""hite

men. L"sing the threat of their guns and their flashlights. the rwo men force ChoUy

to have sex "'-ith Darlene under the obsen'ation of their gaze aod for the benefit of

their entertainmenr. As the ""hite men ""arch and laugh at the spectacle. they

become ~'itnesses ta bath ChoUy and D~lrlene's subordination. Here. the ~..hite

men assume the position of all-po~\"erful subjecrs. \vhile ChoUy and Darlene are

left ~"ith no subjectivities of their o\\'n: "There \\'as no place for Cholly's eyes to

go. They slid about funively searching for shelter. ""hile his body remained

paralyzed" (1~8). If the beginning of this scene enacts a certain "opening up" of

the senses. then this last bit focuses on the shuning do",-n of people's sentient or

perceptÏ\-e appararus: "Darlene had her head averted. her eyes staring out of the

bmplight ioto the surrounding darkness and looking almost unconcemed, as

though they had no part in the drama around them.... Darlene put her hands

over her face- (148). This scene ends ,vith Cholly feeling angry, on the one hand.

at not being able to protect Darlene. On the omer hand. he directs his anger
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to"'ard Darlene. revealing Monison's belief that "violence is often a distortion of

what. perhaps. we ",-ant to do:'· And ",-hile ~Ionison by no rneans uses this

episode to "excuse" Cholly's later rape of Pecola. the novers presentation of this

event as a "rape" of sons aims ta demonstrate ho\v Cholly's role as rapist is

complicated br his o\vn feelings of helplessness. humiliation. emasculation. and

the simultaneous distortion of his desires.

One of the reasons \\'hy mis scene is so important and central in the overall

narr:ltive has to do ,vith the ,vay it experiments with what we rnight cali the

mechanics of "'·oyeurism.'· an experiment that actually goes on throughour the

nO\'d and is quire integral to sorne of the main themes of Monison's book. In the

episod~ "'here the nvo ",'hite men force Cholly and Darlene to perfonn under

their observation and for their pleasure. ~lorrison makes us acutely aware of \.....hat

happens ,,'hen people are made to \\'atch themselves from the outside. even or

especi311y during their mast intimate moments. However. Monison's constant

dra",'ing of attention ta the movement of eyes and gazes - to the act of watching

ar looking O\'er as \\reH as to the act of shutting down. to the withdrawing of sight

and sense - also makes us mindful of the fact of our own reading. of our own

",-arching. observing and ",'itnessing of these not only horribly violent. but also

extremely humiliating. events. Like the rn-o \vhite men with guns and flashlights.

""e tao are "'itnesses of a sort ta ChoUy and Darlene's subordination. In light of

this scene. the issue of the reader's aet of watching and witnessing. and the

Toni Monison. In(~r\'iev.·. with ~dli~ McKay. Toni MOqiSOD: Critical Perspeetivs:s fast
and Prs:ss:nt. cds. Henry Louis Gales and K. Anmony Appiah 39ï.
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anendant questions of what it means for ~tonison to "aestheticise" violence. and

for us to take "pleasure" in this reading. arise ~'ith greater force at the end of the

novel ~\"here ChoUy rapes his daughter.

Through his o\vn act of violence. Cholly. at the end of the novel. proceeds

ta pass on the experience of trauma to his daughter. Pecola. He forces Pecola to

re-experience and re-live his former violation. and he does this in the most literai

and violent \vay possible: he rapes her. Indeed. there are many parallels bern'een

the scene in which Choily rapes Pecola and the e~lrlier incident involving ChoUy

~nd Darlene. As Cholly approaches the kitchen \vhere Pecola is standing. he

becomes a~'are of the exact same feeling of po~'erlessnesscombined \vith anger

that he originally experienced ~\"ith Darlene: "The sequence of his emotions \\tas

revulsion. guilt. piry. then love. His re\-ulsion \\"as a reaction to her young.

helpless. presence.... He ~'anted to break her neck - but tenderly. Guilt and

impotence rose in a bilious due(' (161). :\lso. just as Cholly and Darlene

disappear From the environment during the prior episode. Pecola dissolves in this

later scene. Her response [0 Choily's violation is the ~'ithdra\\'alof breath: .. a

hollo\\' suck of air in the back of her throat. Like the rapid loss of air from a

circus balloon" (163). The rape causes Pecola ta vanish. ironically fulfilling her

earlier desire ta become invisible:

.. Please. God." she whispered into the paim of her hand. .. Piease
make me disappear." She squeezed her eyes shut. Linle pans of
her body faded a"..ay. No\\,' slowly. no\\' a rush. Slowlyagain.
Her fingers went. one by one: then her anns disappeared ail the
""ay to the elbo~;. Her feet no\\". Yes, that was good. The legs
aIl al once. It \Vas hardest above the thighs. She had to he real
still and pull. Her stomach would not go. But finally it. too, went
away. Then her chest. her neck. The face was hard, too. Almost
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done. almost. Doly her tight eyes "'ere left. (4;)

Belie\"ing that self-negation is the only 'way to relieve pain. Pecola is the ultimate

instance of "unmaking.- since as l\ladonne ~liner explains. "she attempts to shut

out the testimonies of her o"'n senses.'" -: In facr. il would seem as if Pecola has

no other choice in this matter. since she is given such little space for narcissistic

developmenr eirher \\'ithin her home or "'ithin the society. The novel

cansequently relays the tragic effects of sexual and racial violence. especially its

capacity ta alienate the body from its own sensory capacities.

Yet. perhaps one of the most disturbing aspects of the bst rape scene has

less ra da ~\"ith the actual content of the narrative man \vith its positioning in the

plot ar sto~·-line. The Bluest Eve deploys a circular narrative '\vhereby the ending

of the novel is already disclosed to the readers at the very stan. Morrison begins

\"Vith the secret that Pecola is having her father's baby and makes the reader

curiaus as to ho,,' this has come to happen. In this \vay. ~lorrison cenainly

positions the reader as a "voyeur" of sorts: as someone \\"ho moves through the

narrative "'ith an acute 3\\"areness of one's 0"'0 pleasure that doubles as horror.

For example. at the moment of the final r3pe scene. the reader is reminded that he

or she has in fact been ""'aiting" aIl along for this horrible. inexorable conclusion;

this is the moment "~e finally come to .. kno"· .. ho'" it is that Pecola is having her

father's baby. In the Aftern'ord to the novel. ~Iorrison comments on the panicular

narrative style she uses (0 depict this event - a style mat serves to exacerbate the

Madonne Miner. -Lady Sings the Blues: Ra~. Silence and Madness in The Blu(sl Eye,·
Conjurina: Black WORn fiction and lirmo' Tradition, eds. Marjorie Pryse and Honense Spiller
(Bioomingron: Indiana t:'P. 198;) 187.
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reader's feelings of horror and discomfort, This part of the narrative is told

through Cholly's point of vie\\'. Monison ~\"ri[es that by doing 50 she intended to

~ feminise" the language of rape in order ta rob it of its usual associations \vith a

certain - male glamour of shame, .. The overall effect of her narrative str3tegy.

then. is that ChoIly seems almost \-ulnerable and tender in his act of aggression

and \'iolence. At the same rime. ~'1onison's choice of narrative voice and

perspective serves to align the reader \\'ith ChoUy, The reader's primal1' affective

point of access ta the events of the rape is through ChoUy. the rapist.

P~r~doxic::l1ly. Pecola disappears once again in our very act of \\'atching or

reading.

:\ccordingly. part of the immense difficulty of crafting aesthetic. political or

èthical evaluations of ~Iorrison's The Bluest Eve has ta do \\'ith the \\'ay in \\'hich

~lorrison \\'ntes a novel about the violence of rape and incest. but one where she

literally seduces the reader inta the narrative, She begins this book by telling a

little secret and then makes the reader \\'ant to knO\\' more about this secret and

ho\'\' it came ta happen. It is this very seductive po\\'er of the nove!. coupied with

the sensuousness of Morrison's language. that forces a host of questions not just

about the necessity of bearing \'\'itness to violence. but also about sorne of the

inherent difficulties and dangers of doing 50 usin~ the fonns and constr3ints of... .... ...

fiction and story-telling: What does it mean ta aestheticise stories of violence?

Why does Monison choose ta render such ugly events in such beautiful terms? Is

this aestheticisation of Pecola's narrative appropriate [0 the subjeet maUer at hand:

the account of a young girl's horrific rape? Why would we~ as readers~ consent to
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such a tale for pleasure or entertainment? ~'hat indeed is the pleasure of this text.

and ho,,- does it relate (0 the novers politics? Ho,,' does one go about thinking

about the pleasures of this te~L in relation to the \'iolences it porrrays?

1 would like tO suggest that. perhaps, in arder to he able to answer sorne of

these questions. ir mighr be useful ro rhink about ho'" ~lonison'sThe Bluest Eve

is. of course. nor just about rape or incest. but also about the devastating

consequences of li\'ing in a racist and racialised society. Yet, in anempting ro

speak our ag:linsr both se~-ual and racial violence. ~lorrison's novel occupies a

some"'har complex positioning in rerms of its reading public. Reflecting on the

highly charged polirical climate in America bern'een 1962 to 1969. the period

"'hen rhe book t\'as being ~\'ritten. Morrison speaks about ho"". for her. the writing

of this novel 'was an act of claiming a voice on behalf of a particular community at

the same rime that the publication of this novel feh like an act of "betrayal.

~lorrison t\'rires that. as the .. public exposure of a private confidence." this story

in\"oh'ed the .. disclosure" and the .. exposure" of secrets - secrets ",-hich v.'ere both

-"'irhheld from us by ourseJves and by the ""orld outside the community... ·:

Certainly. the reception of this text and the questions surrounding early reveiws of

~lorrison's novel are reflective of "'hat l\'lorrison identifies as her dual position as

bath a - representative- and a .. betrayer- of different social and cultural

communities. These revei",rs focused. often. on the depiction and charaeterisation

of Cholly and raised issues that must be contextualised in terms of the more

general concem with representations of sexual violence and race in \vriting by

- ~lorrison. After"..ord. The Blues Ers: 212.
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African-American women authors that \\'as prevalent at the time. Was Monison's

- sympathetic" portrayal of Cholly, particularly her depictions of the racial

violences suffered by ChoUy. intended to "justify" the rape of his daughter? On

the orher side, by focusing so inrensely on ChoUy's act of violence. did Morrison

necess:lrily pander [0 a ~'hite American audience by encouraging racial

stereotypes of the se:\.rually-deviant black man?·' Of course. the thing that should

be so conspicuous about ail of these questions and arguments is thar. in pitting

racial and gender allegiances against one another. ,,'hat gets silenced. effectively.

is the testimony of an African-American ,\\'oman,

~Iorrison's text is not the only one to meet "'ith such a contradictory

response. In facto the question of ho,,' the aesthetics of a particular novel bears

upon its politica! allegiances is at the heart of almost ail of the debates and

criticisms surrounding many of the novels that 1 ~vill discuss in the chapters to

follo~·. For example. in the sarne ~\'ay that The Bluest Eye \vas criticised for not

taking a more clearly political stance. Louise Erdrich's Tracks has also been

charged for ,,'hat sorne critics see as its depoliticised posture. Comparing Erdrich's

., postmodemism- to the - realism- of other Native-American writers. Leslie Silko

argues that Erdrich's \vriting is divorced frorn Native historical and social reality.

s~~ Patricia Sharp~'s anlcl~. "\\7hil~ Wom~n and Black Mc:=n: Differc:=nlial Respon'ies la
Reading Black ~Tomen's Text..'i.- Col!Ç'gt" EngHsh 52.2(990): 142-51. for a discussion of som~ of the
POlilics hehind the reception of Morrison's [eX!. as weil as in other novds hy Aflican-American
women wlilers. such as AJic~ '\\-alkc:=r"s ThS' Colouc PuWI~. Sharpe ducidates many of th~

compl~x1ti~sof these debates around rac~. sc:=x. gender. violence and representation. For example.
il is al once interesting. perpleXing and dism:ssing 10 note mat Marrison was also exempt. in Many
in~tanc~s. from precisely the kind of accusations mal W'alker and others were subjc:=et to.
heC3US~ Morrison was seen to ~ represenùng rape in a much more -aesthelically-pleasing M manner
man thc:=se omer ":riters.
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Likewise. lvith ~1.K. Indira's Phanivamma, cenain postcolonial feminist scholars

sal\' the book as the archerypal -feminist" narrative for its critique of the injustices

of an orthodox patriarchal communiry. lvhereas others sal'o it as anti-feminist for its

valorisation of the traditional life of l\..idow. In a similar vein. Arundhati Roy's The

God of Small Thinis has been claimed by sorne critics as representative of a

national and regianal culture al the same time that athers see it as a

misrepresentation of regional politics. or the '*betrayal" of her own community, or

con\'ersely. a romanticisation of a particular reality. ~"hat is perhaps most striking

about aIl of these arguments is the ,vay in l"hich the very "literariness" of many of

these texLS is seen (0 be at the expense of clear political vie\\'s. Yet. it is my

contention that it is precisely through their imaginings of beauty. aesthetics and

desire that these texLS make their political interventions.

To go back ta my reading of The Bluest Eye. then. it is important to note

that this nO"el is as much an indictment of violence as it is a reclamation of

beauty. especially for subjectiviries that are often perceived as being de\'oid of

beauty and the transactions of desire. Describing her o\\'n experience of growing

up black and female in the US - and of the small "deaths" one has to endure as

such on a daily basis - Morrison says:

It \vasn't that easy being a Htùe black girl in chis country - it \\'as
rough. The psychological tricks you have to play in order to gel
through - and nobody said ho\\' it felt to he that. And you kne\\'
better. You kne\\' inside better. You kne\\' you were not the
person they were looking at. And to knOl\' mat and to see what
you sa\\" in those omer people's eyes was devastating, Sorne
people made it. sorne didn't.-"

-. Toni Morrison. -A Conversation: Gloria Naylor and Toni Monison.- Coovs:rsatioos "'ith
~1oqisQn.ed. Danielle Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi. 1994> 199.
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~lorrison's ~'ords illusrrate the \",ay in \\'hich certain kinds of" psychological

splining" often have to do \\.'ith being made to viev.' oneself. always. from the

"~outsider' - that is, from a vantage point that is not one's o\\,'n but that belongs to

another. ~Iorrison's task as an artist is to help think about, challenge and ~'rite

back to the internalisation of inferiority originating from being subjected, on a

continuous basis, to such an "oulSide gaze, -~. ~Iorrison's account of Pecola and

her desire for blue eyes poses the question: ~:hat is it like to ah",ays see oneself

from an .. outside point of vie\\'" and "'hat happens \vhen one intemalises this

gaze? Pecola's situation. her resulting madness or "schizophrenia:' may be the

result of the extremity of her situation: her immersion in an unusually disfigured

and disfiguring family. '"fet. it is but one extreme enactment of the kind of

demonisation that transpires at aIl levels in a society ridden \vith countless "silent"

or .. invisible" occurrences of violences based on race. class. gender and sexual

orientation. among other things. One of the reasons that ~Iorrison \'\t'rites this

novel. then. is to explore ho\\' even these very" ordinary" acts of violence and

discrimination can have qUite cripplïng effects on those ~vho experience such

violence on a routine basis.

For ail of these reasons, The Blues! Eve remains todar. nventy-nine years

after its original publication and thirty-seven years following its inception, a

~ Importan[ accounL~ of the ways in which such in[emalisation~work indude: Fr.mtz
Fanon. Black Skie ~-bitt: MilSks, trans. Charles Markhamn (~ew York: Grov~ P. 1967); Jean-Paul
Silnrt:, .'\mi-5s:mirs: and Js,·W. tr.lns.Georg~ Becker (New York: Schocken. 1948): Simon~ de fkauvoir,
Ths: Second Xx. U'3ns. H.M. Parshley (~ew York: \ïntag~, 1985): 1 am altio indehted to Karin
Co~'s ·To Ses: \l;"ha[ You Feit in Those Omer People's Hearts" (Unpuhlished Paper. 1999) for an
account of ho,,' fiction speaks ta, through and agains[ such instances of - othertng."
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powerful testament to these invisible. silent. silenced and silencing experiences.

At the same time. in her Afterword. ~Iorrison talks about the "'"ays in which mis

novel still does not quite adequately account for Pecola's subjectivity. She says,

"One problem ",ras centering: the weight of the novers inquiry on sa delicate and

\ulnerable a character could smash her and lead readers ioto the comfort of

pitying her rather into an interrogation of rhemselves for the smashing. ~1y

solution - break the narrative into parts that had to be reassembled by the reader

- seemed [0 me a good idea. the execution of ","hich does not satisfy me no"'".

Besides. it didn't work: many readers remain touched but not moved.--"

Specifical1y. Morrison continues to be dissatisfied in her ineffectiveness at giving

Pecob's "madness" - her profound dislocation of self - space ","ithin the main

n~rra[i\'e structure such that the fact of Pecola's subjectiviry becomes, simply. "a

kind of outside-the-book conversation." For this reason. ~10rrison writes that the

novel did not. in the end, .. handle effectively the silence at its center: the void that

is Pecola's ·unbeing." It should have a shape - like the emptiness left by a boom

or a cry, What are the ""ays of bearing ",ritness to such a silence? Ho"" does

one give presence to the pains and pleasures of which this story does not or

cannot speak? Where might we find evidence of the tales that lie outside of this

narrative. but that shape the story just the same?

T\'\'o recent fictions that have taken up precisely such a challenge are Shani

1\lootoo's Cereus Blooms al Niiht and Arundhati Roy's The Gad of Small Thinas.

-" Morri.-.on. After\\:ord 21l.

Morrison, Afterword 215.
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Bath of these first navels seek ta give shape ta silences and voids mat often lie

outside of narrative and sometimes even language itself. In facto like The Bluest... ...

~, both Cereus Blaams ar Nighr and The Gad of Small Thinis may be read as

.. incesr narratives." And yet. if they are read as such. it is imponant to note the

\\'ays in \vhich they also re\\Tite. recanfigure and re-member ~1orrison's narrative

trajecrory. paI1icularly through their same\\'hat more complicated or nuanced

understanding of \\'hat renders certain experiences ··unspeakable.'· As a result,

rhese navels. bear \\'itness not simply to the violence of incest. but also to a whale

range of desires and yeamings that often fall autside the bounds of the possible.

'\looroo's Cereus Blooms at Night is set on the fictional Caribbean island of

Lantanacamara and its main character is a Indo-Caribbean woman by the name of

'\lab Ramchandin. \\'ho after sust:tining several abandonments. losses and traumas,

descends into a madness not unlike Pecola·s. When the novel opens, we find

.\1ala in a nursing home. \\'here she has regressed to a state of almost complete

silence and arrest. She cornes :llive ooly in relation to a \\'orld of insects. birds and

flo\\'ers. .\'lala. like Pecola. is a survivor of incest. And just as Pecola experiences

life schizophrenically. ~Iala replays scenes of childhood over and over again in her

head such that she lives simultaneously in multiple times. places and realities.

Ha\'ing isolated herself from a1l forms of human contact. she exists in a world of

memoryand imagination. In this 'way. Mootoo's novel quite effectively paints a

picture and gives shape to the kinds of dislocations that accompany experiences of

e~'treme violence, and often. experiences of incest.

Mootoo traces the -beginnings- of ~Iala's story back to the experiences of
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her father. Chandin Ramchandin. The Ramchandin family belong ta an Indo-

Caribbean communitv ~'hose narrative bears witness ta the historv of indentured. .

labour and missionisation on the islands. After the British abolition of slavery in

the 1830s. labourers were brought to the Caribbean from India. China. Malaysia

and other Asian countries in arder to provide cheap labour on the plantations.

They \vere subsequentJy left stranded on the islands after the British reneged on

their contracts. and sa fonned their o'vn communities and cultures. Cereus

Blooms of Niaht is thus. in part. a genealogical investigation of the multiple

displacements. bath interior and e:\"temal. that this history entails ..... The book

opens ~\"ith the story of ho\\' Reverend Thoroughly. a British missionary \\"ho has

set up a school and a church for the Indians on the island. takes on the task of

., eduGlting" and "civilising" Chandin. the young boy, Chandin is thus disiodged

from his home and his family and begins living with the Reverend's family. which

includes their beautiful. young daughter. Lavinia. Soon. Chandin falls in love with

L3\'inia: a lo\"e that is the cause for a1l the scandaI and traumas (0 follo\\" , When

Chandin declares his feelings of love for Lavinia in front of the Reverend, Chandin

is chastised for his shamefui desires, Of course. ir is clear that the real reason why

Chandin 's love is forbidden has to do \\"ith its inter-racial implications, Despite the

e~"tent to \\'hich Chandin becomes part of the Reverend's family. he can never,

rruiy be one of them because of vast and fL'Xed racial boundaries. At the same

time. ~Iootoo gives this story an interesting twist, The reason that the Reverend

~ S. .\Iintz. -Th~ Caribbeln as a SocitrCulturaJ Area.- Journal ofWodd ljtS:(ilwD: 9.1
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gives for why Chandin's lo\'e cannot be acted upon brings up the corollary to the

mIe of desiring outside of one's "race:' or one's "biological c3tegory": the t3boo

against desiring within one's family. The Reverend asseltS. "You cannot, must not.

have desire for your sister. That is surely against God's \\·ill.""'" Thus. the

Re\'erend renders Chandin's desire as incestuous and therefore wrong. Of course.

the facr that Lavinia larer ends up in love \\'ith and engaged to her ,. cousin" is

something that is l'ather hastily glanced over by Reverend Thoroughly. In part.

then. ~Iooroo's purpose in beginning her story in this v.'ay is to demonstrate the

extreme sorts of shame. guilt and distortions of desire that arise from a \'ery

complicared hisrory in\"olving a certain convergence of discourses on race and

sexuality. Chandin's desire for an individual not of his ov.·n race is seen as

something entirely immoral and unthinkable amidst the historieal and cultural

milieu in ~\'hich he lives. and so, in a paradoxieal and complicated fashion. this

srory serves as an opening for ~Iootoo to initiate a process of locating desires

\\·hich. because they fall outside of certain normative categories of kno\ving and

fashioning the self. are rendered unspeakable.

In this v.·ay. ~Iootoo's novel is much like l\-Iorrison·s. Both books situate the

\'iolence done to their central characters v.·ithin an elaborate matrLx of race. gender

and se:\'"Ual relations. It is difftcult to unequivocally .. hate" or condemn either

ChoUy or Chandin. given the way that they also seem to be responding ta the

\'iolences that surround them. The paradoxes Inherent in these charaeters.

.., Shani MOOlOO. cs:n:us Bloom.. al "iibr (Vancouver: Pn:ss Gang. 19(6) 37. Ali funher
references to this text v.·ill ap~r in paR:nth~s.
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ho\\rever. do not take 3\\'ay from our understanding of the violences done to eimer

Pecola or ~13Ia; rather. the characterisations in these novels provide the reader

~\'ith a fuller. though much more complexe picrure of the contexts in \vhich

violence takes place. But. \\'hile in The Bluest Eye the full complexity of Pecola's

o"'n narrative is glimpsed only in the very brief outside-of-the-book conversation.

Cereus Blooms al Night incorporates the conversation that takes place .. outside" of

~Iorrison's novel into the very centre and body of its texte

Through its circuitous narratives. its evocative language. and its many and

dense silences. Cereus Blooms at Nïght makes space and makes palpable a

subjecti\'ity that is radically split. Considere for instance. the passage that depicts

~lab's descent into silence:

In the phase just before ~Iala stopped using ~\'ords. lexically
shaped thoughts would spra\\'l across her mind. fractured here
and there. The cracks would be filled with images.' Soon the
inverse happened. A sentence would be construeted primarily of
images punctuated by onJy one or t'Wo verbalizations: a noun
tentatively unered in recognition. a descriptive word confirming a
feeling or observation. A flock of seagulls squawking overhead
might elicit a single word. pretty. That verbalization. she came to
understand. \\'3S not the feeling itself but a name given to the
feeling: prett)'. an unnecessary translation of the delight she
experienced seeing the soaring birds. Eventually Mala a11 but rid
herself of \\tords. The \vings of a gull flapping through the air
titillated her soul and a\vakened her toes and knobby knees. the
palms of her withered hands. deep inside her womb. her vagina.
lungs stomach and hean. Everv muscle of her bodv swelled.

~ . .
tingled. cringed or went numb in response to her surroundings -
every fibre ~oas sensitized in a way that words were unable to
match or enhance. Mala responded to those receptors. flowing
with them effortJessly. like water making its way along a patho
(126)

The extraordinary strangeness and beaury of mis passage is derived. in part. from

the ",oays in which it counters so many of our assumptions about what silence is.



•

•

96

Ordinarily. silence is imagined in terms of a void or absence: the absence of ,vords

or eloquence. By contrast. the process of becoming silent here. in this passage. is

sho't\'n to be a rather complex. involved and elaborate. Silence is not starie: it is

fluid and flowing, like \vater alang a path. It is active. reactive. attentive ta its

en\·ironment. and even in communion \vith its surroundings. In this novel. silence

is. perhaps. a gre~lter eloquence than speech.

Accordingly. Mala's silences and sïlencings take up space. take up time. ask

for more room in the same \vay that snails. insects. foliage and dust suffuse the

g~rden and house in "'hich she lives. Even ~lala herself proliferates. 5he is never

iusr one person: rather. she lives in multiple rimes. places and realities. For

example. throughout the novel. ~10otoo renders Mala's split subjectÏ\'ity palpable

by gi\'ing ~13b m;o names: ~lab stands for the older wornan. ""hile Pohpoh

signifies the young girl ",'ho "sacrifices" herself to her father every night in an

effort ta protect her little sister. Asha. from the same pain. At times, Mala and

Pohpoh are (\\'0 distinct characters: ...\-tala "'ished that she could go back in time

and be a friend to this Pohpoh. She \vould storm into the house and. with one

flick of her \'.,·rist. banish the father into a pit of pain and suffering from which

there \\'ould be no escape" (142), But at other moments. it is not 50 easy to

differentiate benveen the separate aspects of .Ma1a's personality: "Pohpoh

\vondered \\'hich \\'as her true self - the timid. gaunt. unrernarkable girl staring at

her. or the one who dared to spend nights doing ",'hat no one else ever dared to

do" (158), In fact. there are many times in the novel when past and present are

completely obscured and tangled within Mala's imagination. One example of this
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blurring takes place in a scene ,,'here Mala. sitting in her garden, relives the time

,,"hen Pohpoh escaped from her room at night to venture into another house: .. A

smile of triumph lit up ~1ala's face. She had relived mis scenario so often that

even she did not remember ho\,\' much of it actually took place - whether it took

place in the day or night. \',,'hether she ,vas accompanied by Asha. ,,'hether she

actually entered a house. whether she 'vas ever caught" (159). Of course, it is

precisely such confusions, overlappings and metamorphoses of identities and

experiences chat help readers to bener "sense" the kinds of "madnesses" - the

\'arious dislocations or disruptions of identity - to ,,'hich this novet bears \',,'itness.

Perhaps, one of the reasons 'why ~'lootoo's fiction "works" has to do \vith

the author's nuanced understanding of ",,'itnessing": an understanding that defines

,\'itnessing not simply as a "speaking out" of silence. but rather as the act of giving

presence to a reality mat is embodied by many other factors than mere spoken or

understood language. l\1oreover. in Cereus Blooms al Niaht, this aet of giving

presence to aspects of the self that are previously "unseen" or "unspoken" is

5ho\',,'n to require rnro bodies, Witnessing is thus al\\,'ays a reciprocal act that takes

place betu'een people. For example, Mala's strange silences are finally recognised

not simply as absences. but rather as eloquent and unique modes of expression in

the eyes of Tyler. Mala's nurse and the narrator of this tale. UnJike the other

nurses, Tyler begins to empathise \',,'ith Mala and thus discovers aspects of her

identity that others are not able to see. Peering into her face. he notices that her

skin. ,,'hich he first expects to he clull and grey, is aaually the colour of "ochre,

like richly fired clay." Touching her for the flts( time, he finds out mat her haïr is
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not "cO~lrse and ~;iry. qualities that \vould have fit the rumours." but instead "soft

and silken" (lU. In a similar vein. ~lala's once unintelligible sounds of "crying.

maaning. \vailing and sighing- become. (0 Tyler's increasingly tuned ears. a

beautiful form of .. humming." a skilled... high-pitched. pulsing tremolo." that

perfectly mimics the songs of birds and crickets (24). Cansequently. Tyler's

functian in this story is ta serve as an Interpreter. At the same time that he al1o,,'s

'\lala's silences to have a presence of their o~\'n. Tyler translates her reality for

others \\'ho live outside of it.

ln [um. .\lala allo\\"s certain aspects of Tyler's self. ~'hich are initially silent.

to find expression as \\·ell. In fact. Tyler is able to empathise \vith ~tala because

he [00 feels Iike an "outsider- (6). The only male nurse in a11 of Lantanacamara,

Tyler breaks conventional gender l'oies such that the l'est of the nurses ridicule him

3nd le~l\'e him onlY menial tasks to perfonn. Nlala's arrivaI. however. changes his

position: he assumes responsibility for her and becomes her primary care-giver.

A[ the same rime. Tyler finds that. in l\fala's presence. he is forced ta anend to

3spects of his self that he had not fully experienced up until mat point. Mala's

silence provokes Tyler to listen to his o~'n silencings: .. 1 became acutely conscious

of my movements and the subtleties of my tone. ~'hich may have been aIl that

communicared \\"ith her- (16). In particular. Mala helps Tyler to begin a process

of gender transformation. presenting him \\'ith the nurse's unifonn that he secretly

desires to \\rear. Br the end of the nove!. ne\\' communities and socialities are

born. and these identities cross normative. regulative definitions of bath gender

and se~nlal orientation. Tyler. ~·ho is no"· able to express his Feminine self. faDs
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in love with Otoh. a girl who has become a boy. In tum. their love and

recognition of each other allo~' them to knov.· aspects of their ov.'n selves ,,'hich

had previously remained unexplored.

The staries of ~Iala. Tyler and Otoh thus point ta the ways in ,,-hich

identities do not come into being simply through speech or direct representation.

but. as \\"ell. through the \\-itnessing of another. Not surprisingly. lt.'1ootoo. via

Tyler the narrator. opens Cereus Blooms at Night ~rith a meditation on the novers

sense of its ov.·n audience and the modalities of address that the narrative

employs. Tyler says that "by setting this story do~-n:' he is -pladng trust in the

po~ver of the printed \vord to reach many people, - More specifically. it is his

., ardent hope" that the desired Asha Ramchandin. ~'Iala's Iinle sister. "~'ill chance

upon this book. \\'here\'er she may be today. and recognize herself and her

f3mily.·· Addressing the reader. he continues, "If YOll are not Asha Ramchandin 

\\'ho could. for ail anyone knows. have changed her name - but kno,,' her or

someone you suspect might be her or even related ta her. please present this and

ask that she read ie (4). Similarly. in the last lines of the nove!. Tyler. speaking on

behalf of Mala. \\Tites. addressing Asha. "W'e a~-ait a lener. and bener yel. your

arrivaI. She expects you any day saon. You are. to her. the promise of a cereus

scented breeze on a Paradise night" (249). Throughout the novel. the cereus

flo\\'er is an image for the possibiJiry of change or transformation. Although

\veedlike and unremarkable for most of the year. the cereus flower. when it

blooms. is kno~'n by Mala to possess an intoxicating smell and beauty. even as its

blooming is ahvays momenrary. At the end of the stOI1". an of the charaeters await
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this moment of flo\\rering. As such. the idea of "cereus blooming at night"

represents not only the actual transfonnation itself. but the hope. anticipation and

processes of .. becoming" that precede ail moments of metamorphosis. Like the

central image of the cereus, !\100too's novel may also be seen as a hopeful

transmission. Cereus Blooms al Niiht is. above ail. an address and appeal to an

audience. ,,'ho. through a mutual act of witnessing, \\'ill help to bring previously

unimaginable or impossible encounters and identities into the realm of possibility.

~Ioreo\'er. for Mootoo. an Indo-Caribbean-Canadian lesbian ""riter. this

process of locating ne'" possibilities for the imagining and understanding of

idenrity is important precisely because of the transformations - persona!. political.

experiential - opened up br such acts of "'riting and reading, Reflecting

3u!obiographically. Mooroo in fact places her \\'riting of Cereus Blooms at Niiht

~'ithin 3 conte).,'t of "coming ouf' to a large. public audience. "My recent novel,

Cereus Blooms at Ni~ht. has outed me beyond any safe place." she ""rites, At the

saffie rime. she continues to describe the ne\\' possibilities afforded by this process:

Not needing to hide has its re\\'ards; when one is visible and
takes pleasure in being seen. one no longer needs to use clothing
as a signifier. insurance against mistaken identity. One doesn 'r
have to perform the part. either. . . . 1 used to wonder. and \\raS
sometimes asked. if 1 .. became" lesbian because 1 \\'as sexually
abused as a child. ~"as it because 1 \\'anted to shake a fist at my
father and avenge my mother? Because 1 wanted the freedom
and power that my father and other men flaunt? Or did 1 simply
come into the world with an eye for the girls? Content as 1 am
these days. those questions and their answers no longer interest
me. What does is the pOlential inherent in recognizing the finer
details. the shapes and patterns of my desire.... The monologue
addressed to my father has ended, 'III

.., Shanî Mootoo. MPhot~ParenthesesMPs:sirs: in Ssys:n Vojces, ed. Loma CroZic:=r
(Vancouver: Douglas and Mdntyre. 2(00) 123.
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~7hat is important and unique about ~Iootoo's autobiographical and fictional

\\'ritings is ho\v her .. monologue" or ~\'hat she also refers ta as her .. silent
~ ~

communiqué" \\'ith her father is not simply her monologue ,,-'ith an actuaJ person,

but also her monologue ,vith the past, or certain scripts enacted from the pasto In

Cereus Blooms at Nighr. this burden of the patterns of the past, patterns \\'hich

keep repeating themselves in an endless and incestuous fashion. is perhaps best

represented, and made most palpable. in the image of the father's roning skeleton:

the father \\'ho is at once dead or absent and. yet, overn'helmingly present and

very much alil'e, for example, in the form of the "smen" that seeps throughout the

house. or in the form of the spectral actions anached to various characters of the

novel. Consequently, \\'hat is particularly interesting about Mootoo's Cereus

Blooms at Night is the \\'ay in which the novel must go back. as 1 have mentioned.

to the story and question of "Chandin's ongins" at the same time that the writing

of this tale involves putting these questions to rest. Thus. the story begins an

unravelling of the past and past scripts in arder to come to a place in the present

\\'here these no longer have the same hold. Aiming for a certain opening up of

the future through its re-9iorking of the pasto Cereus Blooms at Niiht creates

possibilities out of impossibilities. bringing inta being ne,,-' racial. gender. sexual

and social identities that. in many ",·ays. do not. as yet. exist.

Like Shani ~Iootoo's Cereus Blooms at Night, Arundhati Roy's The Gad of

Small ThiniS is also a novel that anempts ta imagine impossible identities. loves

and relationships into the realm of possibility. Set in the South Indian state of

Kerala in the 1960s. Rays novel paints a vivid pieture of a landscape where
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Christianiry. Islam. Hinduism. a stfong !\Iarxist govemment as "'"eU as a deep

rooted caste system all jostle up against each other. But more panicularly. The

God of Small Things. using a narrative lens that reflects a child's perspectÎ\'e of the

""orld. relays a tale about t~vo-egg ro:ins. Estha and Rahel. and the traumatic

consequences of a pi\'otal moment in their lives: the accidentaI death-by-dro""ning

of their English cousin. Sophie .\101. and the various other tragedies that surround

the family in the aftermath of this occurrence, These tragedies include the

ostr:lcis3tion of the m'ins' mother. Ammu. a di\"orced ""oman ",'ho is found out ro

ht: h3\'ing a romantic re1:ltionship ~\"irh \"e!uth3. the untouchable handy-man ""ho

~'ork~ 3t her f3ther"s fJ.ctory: the brutal de:lth of Velutha ar the hands of police. an

è\"ènt that is ""itnessed first-hand by me m'ins: and finally the separation of the

t,vins. as Esth3 15 sent a",'ay to Beng:I1 ta li\'e ",'irh his \·iolent. alcoholic father.

Like the other navels examined in this chapter. Roy's novel tells a story of the

casts of thase terrible silences and secrets that take shape inside families and

communities. and of ",'hat happens ~'hen these traumas are ""itnessed by sociery's

most \-ulnerable members.

~ty purpose in including The Gad of Small Things in this chapter. ho",rever.

has ê\"en more specificaliy to do ",'ith the ""ay in ",'hich Roy's novel is. among

other things. an - incest narrati\'e- like the pre\'ious rn'o novels. But. it is a slightly

more unusual one. l ""ould say, than either The Blue~t Eve or Cereu~ Blooms at

~ight. In contI:lst to the fictions by ~lorrison and ,Mooroo. both of ",'hich focus on

the \'iolence of farhers raping their daughters, Roy's book. at the near-end of its

narrative. recounts a brief lo\"e scene benveen a brother and a sister - and t\vins at
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that. Estha and Rahel. after m.-enty-three long years of silence and separation. re-

encounter one another amidst the shado~\'s of their dark, mossy childhood home:

She v;hispers. She mo\'es her mouth. Their beautiful mother"s
mouth. ESth3. sitting very straight. ,,'aiting to be arrested. takes
his fingers to il. To tauch the "'oreis it makes, To keep the
,,'hisper. His fingers follo~' the shape of il. The touch of reeth.
His hand is held and kissed. Pressed against the coldness of a
cheek, "'et "'ith shanered r:lin. Then she sat up and put her arms
:lround him, Dre~' him dO"'n beside her. They lay like that for ~

long rime. A,,'ake in the clark. Quietness and emptiness. !\ot
old, Not voung. But a vi:lble die-able age. The" ~\"ere strangers. --. '-....
'\\"ho had met in a chance encounter, They had kno~'n each
other before Life began. There is very iinle that anyone could say
ta darify wha[ happened ne~L, :'\othing that (in ~lamachïs book)
"'ould separ:lte Sex from Lo\'e. Or ~eeds from Feelings::

Part of ""hat is so remarkable about chis passage has to do '\\'ith the fact that incest.

as it takes place bero'een Estha and Rahel. is not \'iolent as in the pre"ious (\'\'0

nO\'els, but sad. By this point in the story, Estha has becorne utterly mute: he no

longer uses "'oreis and 50 his only means of communication is via his body. As a

result. incest is the result of a huge and desperate loneliness that only Estha and

Rahel kno"': things perhaps that they experience on their o~\"n, but can only verify

in relation to one another. As the narrator of the story "'rites, "But "'hat "'as there

to say? Only that there "'ere tears. Only that Quietness and Emptiness fitted

together liked stacked spoons.... Only that they held each other close. long afier

it ~·as o\'er. Only that ,,-hat they shared that night "'as not happiness, but hideous

grief' (311)' In contrast ta ~laatoo and .\lorrison's novels. then. ,,'here the ineest

is as much an aet of force and pO"'er as it is of desire. Roy's rendition of ineest

-: Arundhati Roy. The God of SIDélIl Things (:'\~w York: Randam Hous~. 199... ) 310. Ali
furth~r r~f~renc~s [0 this teX[ will appear in par~nth~es.
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"spectacular" act. lnstead. Roy's scene painrs a picrure of an encounter that is in

fact the \'ery opposite of violent. There is a tendemess. for example. in the \vay

that Estha and Rahel hold each other aftet"'vards. The falling of rain in the

background echoes the f::l1ling of tears. The softness of Rahel"s skin. ""et \\'ith

tears and rain. the hushed \\'hispers. and e\'en the description of aIl shado,,'s and

silhouettes in that cool. still. dark room aIl serve ro create an armosphere of

gentleness. not aggression. Roy portrays incest through a language of

sensuousness. e\'en of sensuaiiry. At rhe same rime. incest in this novel is not

simply depicted as pleasurable 3nd exoric: rather. il cornes ta pass 3S arising

•

out of Estha and Rahd's need to assuage one another"s grief - their need to

t'xperience and touch one another"s ",·ounds.

Of course. it also the \'e~' sensuality of mis passage. not to mention the

:.ltypical nature of the relationship ben'\'een Estha and Rahel. that makes incest in

this no\'el such a difficult "e\'enC to theorise - perhaps even more difficult than

the depictions of incest in the pre\'ious m'o novels \\'e examined. For this reason.

despite the pro\'oGltive nature of this scene and despite the pivotai place that this

incident occupies in the narrath·e. the fact of incest has gone more or less

unremarked in aH of the initial revie""s or commentaries published about this

no\'t~I to date. At the same time. Roy's book has been the source of a great deal of

contro\'ersy \\'ithin bath intellectual and popular discourses around a ""hole hast

of other issues ha\'ing to do ""ith "'hat this na\'el seems ta sa\" about sexualitv.. . .

maraliry. culture and palitics. Kerala's Chief ~linister. E,K, Nayanar. for example,
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anacked the novel both for its depiction of se~"Uality and for its - anti-Communist

venom:' maintaining that these ~\"ere the only reasons for Roy's acclaim in the

\\'estem \vorld. To add ta marters. in June of 199':'". an Indian la~Ter. Sabu

Thomas. filed a public interest suit claiming that the novel ~'as "obscene" due to

its represent3tion of the sexual relationship bern'een Ammu and \·elutha. Thomas.

~\"ho requested the .. remo\'al" of this 1ast scene from the book. maintained that his

opposition to the novel had to do ~\'ith its .. graphie" description of the sex"Ual act:

yer. it is clear that his fury ~'as directed not simply at the novers eroticism. but

more particubrly at iti depiction of a sexLJal union bet~\'een an untouchable and a

facrory-o\yner"s daughrer. The la~'-suit thus dre~' attention not just to the novers

sexual politics but also to its caste politics - and tO the relation bet~:een these.

Interestingly enough. the connections bern'een class. caste and sex made by Roy's

nO\'el is the source of a different sort of problem among leftist postcolonia] cnties

and Întdlectuals. Is \'e1utha's sexualisation. his figuring as the object of Ammu's

desire. in the \'ery last scene of the no\'e1 an example of the ~'ays in ~'hich 10""er

CIstes are .. exoticised" only to ha\'e their political realities dismissed? \\~hether the

criricisms of this book come from the "lefe or the" right:' ~'hat seems ta be al

stake in any reading of this novel is the question of Roy's aeslheties. or more

particubrly. Roy's use of a specificilly sensuous and sensual aesthetic style. and its

relationship to things like culture. or politics or moraliry. Does the aestheticisation

that t:lkes place in the noyel occur ar the expense of politics or of a c1ear political

and, or moral stance?"':

·.:s~ Aijaz Ahmad. -Rft3ding Arundhati Roy po/irica/~l·.- Fmmline 8 August. 199-. 10~08.
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It strikes me as interesting that fe~' of the critics ~'ho speak about the

novers "sexual politics" delve intc any kind of deep discussion o\'er the

incestuous encounter bern'een Estha and Rahel: rather. both critics and defenders

of Roy's ~'ork focus almost exclusively on the love scene that transpires between

Ammu and Velutha. Of course. part of the huge silence could be anributed to the

.. unspeakability- of incesr. But ~'hat is this unspeakability exacùy? In our analysis

of the last m'o books. for instance. ~'e dre~' upon feminist theorisations of

violence that talked about the ""ay in which incest. or rather violence. takes away

speech. In fact. ~'e looked at ho~' \'iolence destroys not just a person's speech.

but her ~'hole sense of self. 'Yet. unlike the previous rn'o novels. as we have

3.lready noted. incest in The God of Small Thinis is not a violent occurrence. It

seems that .. incest. - as' it takes place in Roy'5 book. cannot he addressed through

the terms and language of second-~'ave feminism alone: at the same time. it must

.1lso bear upon feminist theorisations of incest and violence. The "unspeakability"

of incest in this no\'el is not quite the same as it is in the others. Or is it? What

precisely is Roy's argument about the relationship between sexua!iry. culture.

desire. love and violence?

Ahmad. the well-known postcolorual critic. whll~ initially appro\'ing of Roy's mastery of language.
cnucises Ro~"s book for its repres~ntaùon of communism. Ahmad argues that this anti-eommunist
senurn~nt allows her to v.Tite a story that is essenùally a tale of pnvatt: life and nothing more. Roy's
nO\'el an only register resistance ln th~ pri\"3te realm. more specifically in the realm of the erotic.
and net in the public domain. Brinda Bose's -In Desire and in Death: Eroticism as Politics in
Arundhati ROY's The Gad Qf Small Thinie~ - in~ 29.2 (1998). 59-iO. offets a good rebunal to
Ahmad's piece br arguing that. in temlS of a feminist frame90'ork. the individual or persona!
transgressions that the novel depiCl.1\ are also political choice..~ - that the erotic is also a domain of
politics. \\"1tile. in general. 1 agree v.ith Bose's arguments. her essay focuses largely on the sexual
relationship between .o\mmu and Velutha. and does not adeqU3tely address the theme of incesL ln
part. this is because Bose's anal~"sis of the novel ultimalely reinforces the publiC/pri\"ate dichOlomy
mat she initially sets out to critique by \;ev.ing -politics" - or rather -transgression" - solely as a
matter of -chQice- and rationality.
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There is a phrase that keeps repeating itself through The Gad of Small

Things. It occurs in several different places. but for the most pan. it goes like this:

"Theyall crossed into forbidden tenitory. They aIl tampered "'ith the la\\Ts mat lay

do~\'n who should he loved and ho\\-'. And how much," Speaking of love and its

boundaries. this incantation ~vhich crops up at different points in the narrative

summarises a novel ~\'hich. in Roy's o~vn ""ords. is "not about history," but rather

about .. biology and transgression... Ii~ The lesson conveyed by this phrase about

love's laws - a lesson that is also about the transgressive pOlential of desire - of

course plays ilSelf out in numerous different ways in the lives of the characters of

rhis novel. ;\-IOSl obviausly. ""e can see the reverberations of such a lesson in

Ammu's life and experiences. Strang-\\'illed. independenl and spirited. Ammu is a

"'oman \\'hose choices in life insist on breaking all the mies and boundaries that

society has placed on her and her desires. First. as a Syrian Christian warnan, she

defies her communi~'and her religion by marrying a Bengali Hindu man. Then,

she proceeds to divorce him. bringing even more shame upon herself. Finally,

and most shockingly ta the people around her. she falis in love with Velutha, the

untouchable or para"an: a liaison \\'hich. in many ",'ays. inhabits the realm of the

"unthinkable" even in modem India, In facto Ammu's love is a love that seems [0

knO\\' no boundaries. She is a person \\'hose choices and decisions in life are

guided solely by her desires. Yet. in a society that insists upon placing strict mies

around such desire, Ammu's actions result in the death and destruction of the

\\'orld around her: for Velutha. for the twins. and ultimately for herseIf.

ll~ Arundhati Roy. Interviev.'. frontljne (8 August 1997): lQ6.()ï.
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If Ammu's story is a testament to the 'way love knows no boundaries. then

Babr Kochamma's story tells of the dangerous repercussions of uying to restrict

love ta certain pre-established boundaries of caste. dass. race or religion. Baby

Kachamma is the m'ins' aunt \vho joins a nunnery as a young woman. Yet, she

does so not because of her religious persuasions. but because of ber fascination

~\"ith a certain young priest. Ridden ~\'ith guilt about her blasphemous feelings.

Baby Kochamma does not last long in the convent and. in the end. leaves never

ha\'ing confessed her love ta the abject of her desire. Consequently. this

unrequited love haunts Baby Kochamma for the rest of her life. "'hich she spends

in bitterness. resentful of omer people's relationships. The fierce rage and

frustration that boils inside of her is sho,,'n to be paroy responsible for aIl of the

tragedies mat befall Ammu. Velutha and the ro:ins. Thus. Bab," Kochamma's stor\"
~ "

tells the dassic tale of \'\'hat happens \'\'hen a person tries ta "keep" love within

aneself. "'ithin the bounds of one's o\,\'n body. Love is shown. quire literally. to

defarm the body from the inside out.

Bath Ammu and Baby Kochamma's stories chus. in their o\'\'n \'\'ays. tell of

love's refusai ta be silent - of love's challenge to "the laws mat lay down who

should be loved and ho",. And ho'" much." On the one hand. this phrase

reflects the way in which all of the relationships in this book bear \'\'itness to

entirely .. inexplicable" desires - ta the intense bonds that forro between people

despite aIl of the social laws. Nies or knowledge that \'\'ould render these desires

impossible. In an ironie \'\'ay, then. the phrase about love's laws suggests that the

very" biology" of love is something that both depends on boundaries and yet
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crosses them at the same time. Love. bv its verv nature. is that which seems ta, ,

cross the realm of the .. ho\\' much." because it speaks to the presence of things in

people that cannot be regulated, that cannat be measured. quantified. categorised

or counted as such. This incalculability. or "unspeakability. n is at once love's

incredible po\\'er. pleasure and violence.

The relationship bet\\reen the tv:ins. then. perhaps also falls into this realm

of "unspeakability" not so much because it crosses the boundaries of the ",vho

loved "'ho," but of the "ho\\' much." In other '\tords. the "unspeakability" of

incest in this no\"el has to do not only \\'ith the "unspeakability" of violence. but

;lIso ~"ith the "unspeakability" of love. As Roy herself remarks. "The book deals

with bath things - it deals \\'ith our ability to be brutal as weIl as our ability to be

sa deeply intimate and 50 deeply loving." The m'ins: moreover. are for her "what

that is aIl about ... the ability ta actually dream each other's dreams and to share

each other's happiness and pain." ~Iore than anything else. the relationship

bet\\"een the m'ins. as weil as their relation ta their momer and their extended

families. tells not just about \riolence and love as separate entities. but about the

intricate and inextricable ties berween these rwo things. especially as they transpire

in familial and other types of intimate relationships.

Whar 1 \vould like ta argue. then. is that "incest" in Roy~s The God of Small

ThiniS forces us to reconsider our very understanding of violence, love. power,

sexuality and desire: a reassessment mat not only impacts the way we think about

the politics of Rays ""riting. but also one mat. when read in tandem with Cereus

Blooms al Siaht and The B1uesl Eye, forces us to re~valuate the polïtics that is
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inherent in these previous m'o '\~"orks as weil. Perhaps more than any other aet of

\'iolence that it is possible to name. incest still today occupies the realm of the

- unspeakable. - Accordingly, it is the task af aIl three navels discussed in this

chapter to come up ,,'ith a language that is able to give voice to experiences

~'hich have been heretofore buried under layers of shame. secrecy, and silence.

Yet. it is also my endeavour in this chapter ta argue that these narratives of incest

do much more than simply make audible ,,'hat could previously not be rold. One

of the reasons for choosing these three novels has to do with the ,,'ays in \'\"hich

incesr in each of these narratives fundamentally challenges us to rethink the ","hale

notion of \'iolence itself and its relation ta things Iike beaut)". culture. pleasure,

10\'e and ethics. For example. \"iolence. for many of us, is something that ooly a

"srranger does'" It is thaught of as an aet that is .. the opposite of love" and. for

this reason. we often close our eyes and refuse to see the kinds of violences that

oecur in intimate relationships: the kinds of daily violences that transpire between

people \\'ho have moral. legal. ethical. communal. familial and even affective ties

to each other. By contrast. violence. as it takes place in the three staries that 1

ha\"e diseussed. is something that is exrremely complicated. something mat is not

e3sy to clearly distinguish or separate from other aspects of living or relating. AlI

three no'"els blur the lines between love and violence: bet'\veen pain and pleasure;

bern'een beautv and deformitv: between desire and indifference. Yet the'. .
confusions and entanglements around violence that these staries describe must not

be read. simply. as perhaps a posunodem style of aesthetics that works to

depaliticise the reader"s reaction to"..ard the violences ponrayed in the pages of



•
111

these stories. Rather, these novels remind us that any politics that seeks to oppose

violence must also take into consideration these other facets of life and living.

Thus, if Roy's book a11o\\-'s for the suggestion that it is impossible to speak

of love without speaking of violence aIso, then perhaps violence, too, and the

responses to violence cannot be categorised quite so neatly or easily. This idea

couid consequently allo~' for a re-reading of novels like Cereus Blooms al Niahl

and The Bluest Eve such that ~\'e come to a greater understanding of the complex

nature of violence in these texts. In The Bluest Eve, the confusion and complexity

of Pecola's feelings are touched upon. for example. in the conversation that takes

pbce bet~\'een herself and her ., alter," Throughout this dialogue. Pecola keeps

changing her account of 9.'hat happened betv.-'een her and her father as the alter

interrogates Pecola about the "details" of the rape, Firs!. Pecola denies that ChoUy

raped her: but then Pecola adamantly "corrects" her interlocutor when she gets

•

her "facts 9.'rong" about 9.'here and ho'v and hov.· many times il happened.

E\'enrually. v..hen Pecola admits to not one. but at least rn'o instances of sexual

abuse. the alter says:

Its al/ Of.,·er llOU'.

Yeso
Andyou don't hat:e to he afraid ofCho/~vcoming at you
an_vmore.
No,
That u/as horrible. u'asn lt il
Yeso
The second time too?
Yeso
Real/y? The second time too?
Leave me alone! You bener leave me alone.
Can 'r you talle a Joke? 1 was onlyfunning,
1 don't like to talk about dirty things. (201)
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What this small. seemingly insignificant, easily skimmable dialogue points to is the

extreme ways in ""hich Pecola's feelings must be split and doubtful of what it is

that she kno~rs to be real. \\ihile Pecola abruptly cuts off further discussion on the

subject. the jeering tone of Pecola's alter when she asks if it indeed rea/(l' was

horrible the second time around. combined ~'ith Pecola 's extreme anger and

shame in the face of such a question. suggests that there are never any easy.

uncomplicated responses to sexual violence or abuse," As \vith the example of

sari 1 spoke about in the previous chapter. these narratives of incest argue that

qUèstions of subjectivity around experiences of violence must not revolve around

\\'hether or not the victim acquiesces. or ho\\' much or ""hy: rather. the act of

reading these incest narratives demands asking ",-hat this rn,'inning of love and

\'iolence means. not just in the lives of others. but in our own,

Accordingly. aIl of these novels require readers not just to think about, but

to rbink rhrough the complex matrLx of affective relations that shape and frame

experiences of \'iolence, For this reason. 1 \\'ant to argue that the complexity of

these te:xLS - their apparent lack of clear political views - is not in actuality a mark

of their depoliticised stance. but rather indicative of the \vay in which they ~all for

... See Dorothy Allison's ~memoir- T~'Q Of Thrs:s: Thina" 1 Kno~' for Surs: (Sew York:
Pc:nguin. 19(5) fOf an account of som~ of th~s~ cemplexities. .'\rnong other things.•~ison writes in
thIs book about -me ~-ay you can both hale and love something yeu are nO[ sure you understand"
C). S~~ also Allison's novel Bastard Qyr of Caralina (~ev.' York: Plume. 1993) for a fictional
acceunt of the questions and comple:<ities surrounding incest. as weil as Ann-Marie MacDonald's
f:lll on YOUf MeeS (Toronto: Vintage. 19(6). For a more philosophicaVhistorical account of incest
and its complex relation to histories and structures of family. see Vicki Bell. "Bio-Politics and the
Spectre of Incest: Sexuality and/in th~ Family, - Global Mods:milies. eds. Mike Featherstone. Scon
lash. and Roland Robenson (Thousand Gaks: Sage, 1995). For a psychoanalytic account of the
dynamics of subjectiVity in sunivors of ïncest. see Laura Bro\\o'n...Not Outside the Range: One
F~miIÙst Perspective on Psychic Trauma.- t\IDeriçan ImaKO 48 (991).
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a better. more effective politics. What aIl of these novels seem ta stress is that a

politics against violence cannot work unless it takes into consideration the full

contexts of violence, as well as the complicated. entangled interior figurations of

violence. Moreover, by tracing precisely these interior landscapes, The Bluest Eye,

Cereus Bioams at Niiht and The God of Small Thinis insist on not reducing

persans and sub;ectivities, ever. to only one thing. Rather, these te~'lS insist on the

irreducibiliry of all identities. Similarly. these novels appeal ta and engage their

readers through reference ta a kind of bodily kno\vledge \vhich forces us to attend

ta the totali~r of the experience that is being narrated. The sensuous language

depiayed by these three authars can then also be seen as a means of evoking

precisely this kind of bodily response. as opposed to a purely intellectuai one. in

relation to the experience of those things that are not easy to talk about. that are

not even easy to think about. but that are nevertheless "known" in very deep,

bodily ~\"ays. The evocative nature of ail three novels asks us to attend. as well, [0

the tatality of our experience of reading: [0 the ways in \vhich our bodies respond

[0 the narrative: ta the ""ays the language and the artistry moves us; [0 the

seductiveness \vith \vhich these novels caU to us and ask to be read. As such, the

three novels examined in this chapter challenge many of the distinctions that are

often made bernreen love and violence. berween pain and pleasure. or even

between the real and the imagined. Yet. mey appeal ta us because, in their

confusions and their mystifications. theyare more "authentic" [0 the complexity of

life and living than purely scientific, or even sociologicaI. categorisations of reality

""ould allow. And while 1 would say that ail three novels are deeplyethical in
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nature and in purpose. their ethical force is derived precisely from the fact that

they do not offer any simple ethical solutions or easy moral "lessons." They raise

consciousness about violence: yet they leave it ta each of their readers ta

determine his or her o""n v.·ay out. As such, these are not novels ta be .. passed

by.- but narratives and stories that ,,"'e must "pass through" again and again. It is

in such rites of passage that ,,"'e are reminded: violence cannat simply be the

problem of K other- v.·omen. something extemal ta our Ol\'n lives. if these staries

have the pov.'er ta reach and touch each of us. right here. on the inside.
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From Ghosts to Ancestors:
Genea1ogy, Memory and the Hauntings of History
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The tide of this chapter is derived from the \vark af the psychoanalyst Hans

Loev.·ald v.'ho v.'rate abaut the v.'ays in ",'hich the .. ghosts- that haunted his

patients could be transformed into - ancestors" over the course of the therapeutic

process.!i" Loe't'.'ald claimed that this practice of dispelling spirits involved. first.

rea\\'akening them - or bringing them intO cansciaus light \\'ithin the cantexts of

rherapy - and. neXL. relegating them ta ,. histOI1'- 50 as ta allo\\" the person more

flexibility in the present. Loe\\'ald's notion of tuming ghosts into ancestors serves

~s ~ potent metaphor for thinking about \\'hat it is that the (wo novels about to be

considered in this chaprer do. Although rooted in very different cultural and

historieal frame\\·orks. Louise Erdrich's Tracks and M.K. Indira's Phanjyamma share

a comman purpose: that of bearing \\'itness to the legacies of an un-named or un-

claimed pasto Both novels. moreover. map the ,,'ays in ""hich certain processes of

litera~; and bodily transmission are able to transform such hauntings of history and

genealogy into an account that is then more easily understood. incorporable and

able to be acted upon in the present,

At fU"St glance. Erdrich's and Indira's fictions might appear to have little in

common, Tracks is set amidst the vasmess of the North Dakota plains. and it

testifies ta the history of loss and displacement faced by !'4ative peoples in NOM

~. Hans ~-aJd. -On the Therapeutic Action of Psychoanalysis,- Imernational lournal Qf
Ps".chce,Wly:sjs 58 (960): 29.
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America during the flfSt decades of the twentieth century. specifically the

Anishinabe. The backdrop to Phaniyamma. by contrast. is a small village of the

Indian sub-continent. located in the Southem state of Kamataka. This novel spans

both the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in order to document a

\\'orld caught berween the forces of colonialism. anti-colonial nationalism and the

particular orthodoxies of a local Brahmin community. While the central character

of Tracks is the ~'ild and stormy Fleur Pillager, Phaniyamma tells the tale of the

tiny, modest and disciplined child-wido",' ""hose name the novel bears. Even

stylistically. the {Wo tex~ are worlds apart. Erdrich ","rites ""ith a prose that is lush

and profuse. with \vords that seem to overt1o"" from the page and into the reader's

mouth. Indir:l's nove!. a text that cornes to us through translation and that is

therefore removed from its North ..o\merican readership by layers of mediation and

distance. is sparse and skeletal in comparison. And yet. despite the wide cultural,

geographical and Iinguistic gulfs mat separate these [\\'0 novels. both Tracks and

Phanivamma are important to mis thesis because of the shared. and quite

profound. ""ay in ~'hich these texts speak of the imagination's ability to bear

""itness to the lives of women ~'ho have been erased from history. particularly by

the political events of conquest and colonisation. Reading these two \\'orks side

by side chus forces us (0 consider one of the things often at stake in such

literatures of witness. memory and genealogy: namely, the way in which the

disappearances of the past are aften ","itnessed by the generations "'"ho inherit

their legacies. At the same time. bath novels demonstrate the very real, tangible

and even healing effeets that these acts of witnessing history can have on the
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present. It is for this reason that 1 am describing these novels as works involved

in the transfonnation of ghosts into ancestors. For, if the notion of"ghosts" refers

ta the hauntings of history and genealogy. then these novels provide an account

of this past ""here such "ghosts" are at once honoured, given form. given space,

claimed and named as one's o~·n. but also laid to rest.

The idea of the ghost has of course provided a powerful image. both across

cultures and across time. for the ~;ay in ",'hich past violences come to disturb or

preoccupy the present. The anthropologist. Robert Hertz. ~'as one of the first in

his field to observe that. even in very divergent types of civilisations. the notion of

ghasts often went hand in hand with those deaths that were uncontainable by a

particular society. It \vas Hertz's belief that """'hen a man dies. society loses in him

much more (han a unit... lir Thus. according to Hertz. for the most part. ·funeral rites

are socie~"s \vay not just of accounting for such passings. but also of restoring the

loss of faith mat accompany such wounds. As social events themselves. rituals of

collective mouming commemorate the connections and anachments that bind

people together in life and in the face of death. However. Hertz also made note

of a peculiar class of deaths that most societies had great difficulty claiming - for.

example. accidentaI deaths. deaths caused by dro~·ning. deaths associated with

childbinh. suicides and other such occurrences ~'here an individual is violendy or

shamefully tom from society. ln such cases. Hertz observed. customary funeral

"" Roben Hertz. ~The Collective Representation of Death." Psath and tbs: Siih, Hand. trans.
Rodney Xeedh3m and Claudia ~eedham (Aberdeen: Cohen and West. 1960) 78. See also Michael
Taussig"s discussion of Henz's work in SharDaDÎsm Col0oialisrn and the Wild Man- A Srudy in
lSrror and HealiOi (Chicago: t.: of Chicago P. 1987) 370-73.
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rites are often suspended such that the person's death "has no end" and he or she

is condemned to -roam the earth forever." Using a similar sort of language. the

psychoanalyst. Nicolas Abraham. speaks about a special class of patients \\'ho

seem to carry the -tombs" of their ancestors in their own unconscious. Like Hertz.

Abraham remarks that most of these - ghosts" or .. phantoms- have either to do

~\"ith people ~vho have been shamed during their lifetime or those ~vho took

unspeakable secrets to the gra\'e. In such cases. the patient .. appears possessed"

not by his O\\'n unconscious. but by the gaps. concealments or silences of another.

usually ~ predecessor or a loved one from the past." ln both Hertz and Abraham's

accounts. then. the idea of the ghost conjures up a po\\'erfùl image for those

h~untings and disturbances that get passed do\\'n through history. from one

generation to the ne~L. as the inheritances of a violent or un-claimable pasto

The field and praetice of psychoanalysis from Freud on\\'ard is plausibly

one of the places ~'here the processes necessary to the laying of l'est of such

ghosts. hauntings, inheritances. or unclaimed deaths and losses have received an

~bundant amount of attention and elaboration. For Freud. one of the key

elements to finding release and relief from the hauntings of the past \\'as contained

in the practice of remembering. However. in his lifetime. Freud described

different types of remembering: various \\'ays of puning the patient in touch with

\\'hat needs to he completed from the pasto~ The fll"St forro of remembering

r ~icolas Abraham. "!'Oles on the Phanlom: A Complemenllo Freud's MelapsychoJogy,"
tr.lns. :'\icolas Rand. Critiçal Inguio' 13 Cl987): 28ï-92.

• See Mark Epstein Thoyab'iii Withoyt a Tbiokcr (N~' York: Basic. lm) 159-202, for a
very accessible OVeJ"\1t:Vo· and account of Freud's idc:as on remembering. See a1so Sigmund Freud.
- Remembering. Repeating and Working Through." Standard Edition of the Complere Pmholcmca1



•

•

120

involved having the patient direcùy recall and relay traumatic events from the past

in order to achieve catharsis, This vie\\'. \\"hich probably shapes the most comman

understanding of remembering in our culture today. presupposes 3 direct channel

into repressed material and is based on the assumption that individuals cano in

actuality. recover \\'hat it is that has rranspired to so traumatise him or her. 'let. as

't\'as mentioned in the last chapter. trauma. because it is rarely experienced in the

present. \\'orks itself out on the psyche precisely to render such "memories"

absent. Thus. Freud found over the course of his career that remembering. as he

initi::dly understood il. \\'3S not sufficient to the task of healing. ~lany patients

failed to remember anything of "consequence." anything \\'hich \\'as able to

unlock the secrets to their ailments. For this reason. Freud slo\\'ly began to move

his focus a\\'ay from a transparent past and onto the immediate present. Here.

Freud noticed that. rather than recolleeting past formative experiences through

direct language. most patients usually reproduced such experiences on their soma.

often through gesture. behaviour or in the manner of their relating. .. Repeating"

~'as the tenu he used to describe this other type of remembering. Follo\ving from

this insight. one of the most vital contributions of psychoanalysis has been to point

out the ,,-ays in \\'hich people .. remember" not just waugh memory. but also

through bodily practices.

If psychoanalysis alerts us to the connections between the practices of

memory and the body. then it is in the realm of contemporary anthropology and

~Q[ks of Siwnund Freud \'01 11. trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth p. 1958).
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sociology that we fmd an articulation of the modes by which these bodily

practices and memories often get passed dO\\"Jl rransgenerationally. through

culture and history. from one person to another. One such theorist ,,-ho looks at

the important and intricate relations between memory. culture. history and the

body is the sociologist. Pierre Bourdieu. In his Outline of 3 Theon: of Practice.

Bourdieu speaks about the ~'ays in ~-hich the body. through memory. functions as

a locus of practices. ~-hich he terms the "habitus." ln the ~'ords of Bourdieu.

habitus is a bodily system of "lasting. transposable dispositions. \'\"hich ~'hile

integrating past experiences. functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions.

appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievement of infmitely

diversified tasks."~ Bourdieu's notion of habitus imagines the body as a repository

or receptacle of social. cultural and historical symbolism such that the physical self

is at once a source of encoding memory and of schematising fundamental aspects

of history. ~Ioreover. cultural memory. as it is embedded in bodily movements.

images or perceptions. is preserved and passed do~'n through the habitus. Citing

the ~'ork of Bourdieu. the anthropologists John and Jean Comaroff thus observe

that it makes perfect sense. then. that social groups ~'ho seek historical change.

reparation or healing invest a great deal in the bodily acts of .. dismembering and

re-membering." This act of "retraining the memory." they \\Tite. functions to

"shape ne~" subjecrs as the bearer of new ~'orlds."·.jI' Accordingly, what 1 would

.. Pierre Bourdieu. Out1ine of a Theo,:,; of PQctics:. tram. Richard Xice (Cambridg~:
Cambridge CP. 1977).

QI, John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff. Ethnomphr and the Hj!'itoriçal Imaaioa1jgo (BouJder:
Wesr..ie9.· P. 1986) 70.
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like to suggest in mis chapter through my reading of Erdrich and Indira's fictions is

mat ~vitnessing. in the fonn of remembrance. has a Vl.'ay of re-membering those

places in our bodies. or somas. \\'here certain historical or genealogical violences

have raken hoid.

Certainly one of the things mat is 50 singularly striking about Tracks and

Ph3ni\"3mma. and one of my main reasons for choosing to read these nO\'eIs

together. is their emphasis on \'\'hat it means to bear witness to the life of an

abser.t other through the acts remembering. forgetting. dis-remembering and re

remembering. As such. these novels are interestingly positioned to make

interventions into debates about the relationship bemreen memory. history.

sto~"telling and the body. They open up questions about ho~\' historical events,

particularly the political events of conquest and colonisation. become incorporated

both into a culture and inside people. What does ie mean. for example. to locate

the "beginnings" of one's history at a point of violence or conquest? How does

one begin to trace a historical memory that has been engendered by an ad of

\'iolence? Finally. ho\'\' does one find release from cenain debilitating cycles of

violence. trauma or oppression that seem to repeat memselves genealogically.

socially, historically? Erdrich and Indira's ans~:ers to these questions are

necessarily complexe especially given the emotional burden that the concepts of

remembering and forgetting carry in cultures Vl.'hich have been denied a place in

the official archives of political history. As Nietzsche argues. memory itself may he

seen as the effeet of a pain caused to the body. A controUing factor of historica1

and social organisation. the recoUeaive faculty is a basic means of maintaining
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certain contracrual relations founded not onlv on an economic svstem of debts and. .

promises. but also on an intricate emotional nern'ork of pain and guilt. This is

\\'hat ~ietzsche caUs the -mnemotechnics of pain. MO;: Accordingly. the pri\'ileged

seetors of society often have no memory: they live in a state of constant

forgetfulness. never looking to the past but ooly to a limitless future. By conuast.

those groups \\'ha are disadvantaged ~\"ithin society are incapable of forgening.

Often embinered by a long history of broken promises. they are possessed by the

desire ta retrieve. record and relive the pasto even \\'hiie such groups often h3ve

little access ta \\'ritten records. or even to history itself.

A similar kind of 3\\'areness occurs in the fictions considered here in this

chapter. These na\'els communicate the idea that although the act of

remembering violence may in"olve great pain. there are cenain events and

legacies \\'hich simply cannat and should not be forgonen. Indeed. for

marginalised groups. the possibility of breaking a'\vay from recurrent panerns of

\'ialence and 1055 entails more than the kind of .. getting out of history" that

Hayden White prescribes \\'hen he says. "It is ooly by disenthralling human

intelli2ence from the sense of hislOr\' mat men \\·m be able to confront creativelv..... . .
the problems of the past. ....: At the same time. the repetitive or genealogical

representations of violence in these novels should not be read as an acquiescence

ta a fonn of historical detennination. Instead. the incessant desire to retum to the

.;; Fric:drich ~ietzseht:. On th~ Genglo~yof \loTjlis. uanci. Walter Kaufman and RJ.
HollingdaIt: (~~- York: Random HOllSe. l%ï).

.;~ Hayden U-:'hite. Impic..; of Discourse- E4;isaY4;i in CUINGI COticism (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkim L"P. 19i5) 40.
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site of trauma and to explore it imaginatively functions as a means to restage a

particular confrontation. The narrative techniques of these two novels airn to fmd

agency in an image of the past despite the inescapable ",'eight of history. Hence.

Erdrich and Indira's pro;eet is not simply that of "gening out of history," but that of

constructing ","hat Diana Fuss might caU .. a different historicity" ": for a ne""

generation of "'itnesses ",'ho find themsel\"es haunted br the inheritances and

"memories" of a past violence - haunted, perhaps above aIl, by events and

experiences they kno"" ne"'L to nothing about and cannot remember on their o~..n.

Consequently. these m;o novels are also able to shift and expand upon the

definition of ""itnessing that ""as the focus of the earlier chapter. As 1 mentioned.

~lorrison's The Bluesr Eve. ~faatao's Cereus Blooms at !'iih[ and Roy's The Gad

of Small Thinis aIl emphasise ,,"hat it means ta \\"itness at its most basic, most

immediate. most visceral level in the form of \\'atching. observing. listening or

other~vise sensing and recording. often semi-consciously. the various violences,

pains and pleasures of a certain cultural or familial environment direetly on the

body. Erdrich's Tracks and ~I.K. lndira's Phanivamma also speak about the ways

in \\'hich the body serves as a v.,'imess by being the receptor and carrier of the

legacies of past generations. At the same time. these novels. through their focus

not o~· on -memory- but also on -remembrance." speak of \'\"ays in "rhich the

body is mindfully able to recall the past ioto the present. even through

generational gaps. For this reason. ""itnessmg in these novels is understood as an

~. ~ Diana fuss. -Getting Into History.- ArizQna OyanerlY 4;.4 (989): ~108. See a1so
:-\ancy J. Peterson. -History. Posunodemism. and Louise Erdrtch's ~,-~ 109.809(4): 982
9-i.
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active and transfonnative praetice.

Let us then begin by looking at Erdrich's Tracks. Much like the novels in

the previous chapter. aIl of v:hich tried to .. give shape" to the silences of their

characters' lives. Erdrich's Tracks, through its wandering narrative. through the

traces and tracks it leaves behind. anempts to sketch the contours of the absence

chat lies at the heart of its tale: the story of Fleur of Pillager. Tracks takes upon

itself the task of chronicling Fleur's life through the altemating voices of

Nanapush. the \vise tribal eider. and Pauline Puyat. the young. eccentric Catholic

convert - each the lasr living member of their respective clans. ~anapush begins

his account of Fleur \vith the story of the young girl's near death from the

rubercular plague that destroyed her family. Pauline's narratives resume \\'here

:\anapush's \vords trail off. She follo",'s Fleur off the resen'ation and into the to\\-'n

of Argus. \\'here they have both gone to seek ,,'ork. Here. Pauline-"'jtnesses the

rape of Fleur by three white men. The novel then goes on to'trace Fleur's journey

back From Argus to the solitary \\'oods of Lake Matchimanito. ,,'here she gives

birth to one child but eventually loses another, Tracks ultimately ends \\'ith Fleur's

departure from the reservation. Forced to be an obsen'er to the devastation of her

land. Fleur decides ta leave behind her home. her community and her family-

induding her daughter Lulu. \\'ho is subsequently taken a\\'ay to a residential

school. In the last pages of the novel. as Fleur disappears into the horizon.

follo\\'ing the bends of a road that. .. eventually in its course." is to .. meet with

govemment school. depots. stores, .. the plotted squares of farms."~ we realise

900 Louise Erdrich.l:I::aW CNe'\\.' York: Harper. 1988) 124. AlI funher ref~rences (0 ÙÙS (ex{
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that her story is as much a personal saga of pain and violence as it is a collective

history of 10ss and displacement. Through the broken narratives of Nanapush and

Pauline. as well as through me silent testimonies of bath Fleur and Lulu. Tracks

tells the story of what it means ta love a land and a people that others see as

property. Above ail. it speaks of the interior configurations not only of mis love

but also of the rage engendered by processes of history \vhich anempt to desuoy

chose affective ties that bind a community.

Opening in 1912. Tracks hinges around a lime when native lands. culture

3nd communities ~'ere rapidly disappearing. Br this lime. Catholic missionaries

~\"ere a long established presence among the Anishinabe; tribes had already been

restricted ta reservation land: and the polie)" of educating native children in off-

reseryation go\"emment or church-run scho01s ~'as functioning. more and more. to

weaken lies bet"W'een members of the native community."" Moreover. as Sidner

Larson explains. Tracks is set during that period of history when the Anishinabe

would ha\'e been coping "'ith the effects of the General Allotment Act of 1887 and

the Indian Allotment Act of 1904 - ~'hat Nanapush. in the opening narration,

refers ta as "exile in a stonn of papers" (1). The purpose of these Acts was to

divide tribally alloned lands among individual Natives. Faced with confinement on

the reservations and reduced game - part of the devastation caused by the fur-

trade - the Anishinabe found themselves facing yearly "'inter famines. On the

will app~r in parentheses.

.,. See Kathleen Bragan, "Haunted by History: Louise Erdrich's IIaW." ProSPS:CNS· An

Anoual Journal of Amerigo CulruljJJ Srudjes 21 (996): 169-92.
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brink of starvation. many natives were forced to sell off large portions of

resen'arion land to white farmers. lumber companies and land speculators. \\c·hile

those ",,·ho refused ta sell often lost the land. unable to meet the holding fees.

Aside from dramatically reducing indigenous lands. these Acts, in conjunction with

the forces of Catholic missionaries and residential schools. thus resulted in the

fragmentation of Native tribes. families and people at a time ",,'hen they ""'ere at

their weakest. having been hit ",,'ith disease and stan'ation. Larson aptly describes

Erdrich's nove! as. in part. an "autopsy" of this process.* This is a novel that

endea\"ours. among other things. to account for. and perhaps even put to rest. the

losses and deaths of a traumatised past.

As \\'as mentioned earlier. one of the peculiarities of both individual and

social traumas has to do ",,'ith trauma's essential inaccessibility because of the \\cray

it effaces voice and memory. 'let. as Cathy Caruth points out. trauma is also not

J.ny simple form of "amnesia," For instance, the "post-traumatic-stress-disorders"

noticed in individuals suffering from trauma after the second World War in the

'west involved not only amnesia. but also situations ",,'herein the original traumatic

event came back to haunt sun'ivors in the form of phantasmal dreams. flashhacks

and repetitive behaviour.~ The evidence of such observances led trauma theorists

such as Caruth, Felman and Laub to conclude that trauma survivors cannat merely

forget the past; rather. ther are forced to live ",,'ith a moment of rime that curiously

q". Sidner Larson, -The Fragmenution of a Tribal P~opl~ in Louise Erdrich's~
;\m'rign Indian Culrure and Research \'01 1'7.209(3): 1-13.

.. Cathy Caruth. "Inuoduction.- ;\menCi1n Imago 48.1 (991): 1·11.
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has no ending. that has attained no closure and that cao never he '" done." The

uniqueness of trauma thus rests precisely in its latency: it is tied quite inextricably

ta the disruption of temporal or historical categories.

Following this, Caruth concludes that the impact of psychological, historical

and literaf)' studies of trauma must be the revelation that trauma is not so much a

pathology of the individual unconscious as it is a pathology of history itself.

Survivors of extreme violence may then be thought of as bearing the imprint of an

.. impossible history" on their bodies. or. conversely. their bodies become the

symptoms of a history that is impossible to o~"n:

The final import of the psychoanalytic and historical analysis of
trauma is to suggest that the inherent departure, within trauma,
from the moment of its first occurrence. is also a means of passing
out of the isolation imposed by the event: that the history of
trauma. in its inherent belated-ness, can only take place through
the listening of another.... This speaking and this listening - a
speaking and listening fram the site oftrauma - does not rely. 1
""ould suggest. on what we simply know of each other, but on
~'hat we don't yet kno~.. of our traumatic pasts. In a catastrophic
age. that is. trauma itself may provide the very link between
cultures: not as a simple understanding of the pasts of others but
rather. ,vithin the traumas of contemporary history. as our ability
to listen ta the departures we have ail taken from ourselves.QIi

\\'"hile Caruth's idea that "trauma" or structures of "catastrophe" may he the main

point of connection berween t\\'entieth-century cultures is certainly contestable,

~'hat mis passage serves to highlight. in the context of my thesis. is the importance

af a "listening other" in bearing witness to violence. Because survivors of trauma

are unable to experience the traumatic event as it occurs, trauma is never

experienced in the present. A traumatic history is therefore usually one that is

.. Camth 10.
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communicated belatedly. often br a \\"itness other than a survivor. Beeause the

traumatic event is not assimilated fully at the time of occurrence. it is experienced

belatedly in relation to events. times. peoples and places other than itself. Yet. at

the same time. it is via this bodily transmission that a process of historicisation can

begin for survivors.

Accordingly. in Erdrich's Tracks it is imponant to note that while Fleur's

story is the foeus of the nove!. Fleur herself remains conspicuously silent

throughout the teX!. Instead. Fleur's tale is narrated entirely through the voices of

others - nameIy, the oid tribal leader. Nanapush. and the younger. restless. mixed

blood ~\'oman. Pauline. Both speak their stories 50 as to come to terms \vith

Fleur"s absence. Nanapush's narrative is told. moreover. to Fleur's daughter. Lulu.

50 that she ~'ill come to understand the 1055 and legacy of her mother and. in this

\\'ay. incorporate Fleur's tale \\"ithin a larger cultural memory. Once again. the

concept of remembrance has a special resonance \\'ithin this nove!. Ail of the

story-tellers in this novel refuse to release the memory of Fleur. recounting the faet

and fiction of her life again and again. until it .. cornes up different every time, and

has no ending. no beginning" (31). In this v:ay. the multiple voiees of this book.

each broken and incomplete on its o~·n. reach across the rifts, bath internaI and

extemal. caused by trauma so that otherv:ise forgonen stories may be heard.

Thus. like lvlorrïson's The Bluest Eve, Erdrich's Tracks emphasises the

concept of \\·hat it means to communïcate another person's experience of

violence. It "·restles with the question of ho\\'- trauma might affect those

individuals who listen to the stories of survivors and the issue of what kind of
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responsibilities might attend such witnesses ,,-hen they assume their l'ole as

speakers. For this reason. the relationship that is hypothesised berween Fleur and

the individual narrators or ,,"itnesses af this no\'el is necessarily complex. Pauline.

for example. imagines herself as both a double and a rival of Fleur. On the one

hand. Pauline abhors Fleur because of the latter's connecùon to tribal \"aiues.

Ignoring her native ancestry, Pauline tries instead ta assimilate into ~'hite culture.

In the end, she embraces Catholicism and becomes a fanatical nun. On the other

hand. it is ~lso imponant to note mat Pauline feels a cenain affinity to\"\'ard Fleur.

ln face Pauline believes that both she and Fleur have received a special calling

that has caused each of them to be cast out of mainstream culture. "'hether native

ar ~"hite.~ Of course. it is Fleur"s enigmatic beauty. her knowledge of ancient

,. medicines" and her ability to survive even death by dro"'ning that sets her apart

fram aIl athers, By centrast. it is Pauline's a\\.·~·ardness. her mixed-blood

ancestry. her liminal position berween .. native" and .. white" communities, and her

unusual. hybrid religious \'ie\\.·s mat brand her as marginal. Nonetheless. Pauline

belie\"es that she has insight into Fleur"s life because of their shared eccentricity.

Accordingly, she feels compelled to give voice to Fleur's story. since Pauline. in

many 'ways, imagines it as her o\\,·n. Indeed. it is anly in seeing Fleur's story that

.-; It is of course imponant to nOle mat despite Pauline's scom for her own native
upbringing, she caMOl entirel~" escape her old ~"ay of constructing ex~rience. For example. as
Catharine Rain"'"3ter notes. Pauline's beliefs regarding such things as the supematuraJ are eduœd in
pan from a non-Christian frame of reference so that her panicular conception of religion is deviant
even within the conventions of Christian manyrology. This is most evident during her fast narrative
when she hallucin:ues wrestling with the Chippe"-"a lake monster. but caUs him Satan. See
Catharine Rain~..ater. ~Reading Berween 'Worlds: :'\arrativity in the Fiction of Louise Erdrich"
;\meriÇjlo UreraNn: 62.3 U99()): 405-22. Similarly. Kathleen Brogan speaks of Pauline's (as well as
the omer charaaers') experic:nces in tenus of ~Wi.ndigo possession." which enaas a cenain
"freezin~f or depersonalisation of the self. as understood br Ojibl\-ay belief stnJetures.
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Pauline is able ta make room for own. lm

Pauline gives herself the authority (0 speak on behalf of Fleur mainJy

because of her unique position as the only eye-~'itness to t,,;o crucial moments in

Fleur's life. The ftrSt of these events is the rape of Fleur by chree ""hite men. The

second event. narrated through irnagery that reflects and recalls the first. is Fleur's

1055 of her second child oruy moments after binhing. In each of these

occurrences. ",'hat is important is ho'" Pauline revisions Fleur's pain and trauma as

her own:

:"io"" 1 dreamed particularly of Fleur. Not as she "'as on the
resen'ation. living in the ",'oods. but of those last days. of the
locker ~\'here l ""as broken by her. pressed by her. driven like a
leaf in ",·ind. 1 relived the ""hale thing over and over, that
moment so clear before the stonn.... For mat reason, 3t the
Judgment. it would he my soul sacrificed. my poor body tumed
on the devil's wheel. And yet. despite that future. 1 was
condemned to suffer in chis life also. Every night 1 was witness
""hen the men slapped Fleur's mouth. beat her. entered and rode
her. 1 felt all. ~Iy shrieks poured from her mouth and my blood
from her wounds. (65-66)

This particular passage conveys sorne very important insights into the nature of

lf" ln psychoa1131ytic terms. Pauline"s experience may be described as an instanc~ of
- proi~cti\'e identificaùon. - as first explained br Melanie Klein in Env}' and Grntirude élnd Qther
U.-orks. 1946 (London: Hoganh P. 1975). Projective identification occurs when an indi\idual
experi~nce siruations or feelings that are intolerable or in sorne '\\'ay insupponable. ln order to
reduce sensations of discomfon. anxiety. or perhaps e\'en perceived andlor real censure. the
indl\'idual anempts to rid hinvherself of the feeling by displacing . or pro'ecting. it onto another
person or abject. As David Mann v.Tàles. it is imponant to note that what is projected is nO( always
som~thing "bad~ - -frequently good pélns of the self may be split off and proiected into another 10

protecr the positive aspects from being destroyed br the hannful bad feelings/fantasies. - and 1
would add. situations. circumstances and en\ironments as well. Mann also gees on to note mal
those \vho use projective identificaùon in arder to split intolerable psychic contents l'emain
passionatelyanached. often bath in ioz,'e and in bate. lo the containers of the projections. Paulinc's
relation to Fleur cano in many v.·ays. be seen as a complex instance of pro;ective identification. ~
also Mann. MMasturbation and Painting- in Art Pmhorherapy and P:;ychosis. ed. Katherine Killick
and Joy Schaverien CNew York: Routledge. 199i) i2-83: and also Joy Schaverien. "Transference and
Transactional Objects in the Treatmenl of Psychosis.- in Killick and Schaverien 13-37.
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violence and its effecrs on those individuaIs who bear witness to its experience.

W'hat is made clear by Pauline's testimony is that ta \\'itness someone else's pain is

also to be [ouched by its po\\'er. Indeed. for Pauline the very act of \\'imessing is

similar ta the experience of being possessed by anomer body. At the same rime,

Pauline'5 o\\'n life and body assume foons panemed after these experiences of

violence. recalling Cathy Caruth·s norion of trauma as an event that operates

through "contagion." 5he writes that trauma's ability to in\'ade and infect ail those

~'ho come into contact V\'ith it is its "possibiliry for transmission." le: For similar

reasons. Pauline is continually haunted by the events she ",'irnesses. Her o\,\'n life.

~ life that almost seems lO relive the pain and trauma of Fleur's rape or violation.

m:lkes one think that violence has the abiliry to etch itself onto the very bodies of

chose ~'ho bear ~'itness. Even Pauline's martyrdom. which finds justification in

Catholic transcendental theology. is bound up 'vith this phenomenon of bodily

imitation and violence. Unlike earlier saints. ho\\'ever. Pauline does not imitate

Christ's \'\'ounds. but Fleur's.

Thus. through Pauline's story. Erdrich's text sho\\"s ho",' violence. once

unleashed. cannot be easily resuained. For example. after observing the rape of

Fleur. Pauline feels as if she has to become a ""itness not only to Fleur but to ail

those ~'ho suffer. She undergoes a process of extreme depersonalisation as she

attempts to absorb the losses of the entire communirv \vithin her own body. She, ,

says. -1 \,\'as hollo"" unless pain filled me. empty but for pain" (192). Eventually.

self-martyrdom becomes Pauline"s religion and ",-ay of lue, as she subjeets her

lOt Caruth 10.
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body to agonising tortures. imagining herself as a vessel through which the pain of

others is able to speak. As she descends into madness. Pauline slowly begins to

lose her o\\'n bod\· and. instead. haunts increasingly the flesh of others. 5he notes.

-1 ceased ta breathe and tumed invisible. clear like \\rater. thin as glass. so chat my

presence \\'as not more than a slighr distortion of air" (161). Yet. unJike Pecola.

\\'hose invisibility deprives her of a vaice. Pauline disappears precisely in arder [0

gain access ta speech. Having cast off her o\\'n skin. she is privy ta others' staries

and tells these, in the farm of rumour and confession. ta anyane \\-'ho \\'ilIlisten.

Pauline's tragedy. ho\\·ever. is that she testifies. in part. against herself. To

illustrate. she embraces Catholicism in order to repress bath her sexual desires and

her connection ta tribal culture: but the perils of such repression are made

palpable \\'hen she directs her emotions angrily at herself. masochistically

punishing herseIf. In the end. Pauline anempts to shed her psychic burden by

renaming herself and joining the convent. but only after fU'St becoming pregnant.

:lttempting ta force a miscaniage and then just as \'iolently disclaiming her own

daughter after she is born. The inordinately excessive. narcissistic nature of

Pauline's narrative testifies to bath the danger and the impossibility of self-denial.

as ~vell as ta the immensely violent consequences mis type of negation has on the

body. Pauline's narrative maps out. as \\'ell. the costs of a model of transcendental

subjectivity that attempts ta move a\\"ay from the body and embodied ~;ays of

kno\\·ing.

Erdrich thus presents Pauline as an impracticable model of subjective

action. even while she is an effective narrator. In pan, her tragedy has to do with
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the fact that she bears ,vitness to various kinds of sexual and racial violence. but

then is unable to communicate this experience to another person in a way that

physically relieves her of sorne of her burden. As a result, Pauline assumes the

position of the classic melancholic as described by Julia Kristeva: a persan who is

riveted to pain. ,vho is inefficacious in making connections \\,'ith the extemal

\\'orld. For such a person... sadness is in realiry the only object." IC~ At a most

fundamental level. the rnelancholic is an individual who is incapable of

experiencing love. Accordingly. Pauline is unable (0 open up to the possibility of

positive contact. and so she remains Iocked in a position ""here she cannot

transfer any of her pain. indeed any of \vhat she feels. onto another human being.

Her narrative emerges as a \vaming of the vital fact that insofar as trauma remains

incommunicable in bath verbal and bodily \\'ays. the melancholic effect5 of such

incommunicability is nothing less than annihilative. In this sense, the story of

Pauline demonstr3tes the tragie consequences of being \\"itness to violence while

not being able to e~"temalise or transport this experience of violence and anger

outside of the body. At the same time. Pauline·s story is. paradoxically, that of a

person ",-ho canonly testi~,. to herself through others - that is. by displacing her

o",'n self-experience in the story of another.

Reflecting on the ongins of her novel. Erdrich remarks that ~'hiIe Tracks

first started out ,vith Pauline as the principal narrator. as the story progressed, it

became necessary to add the charaeter of Nanapush in order to give .. balance" to

Ill.: Julia Kriste\"3.. Black Sun' Depression and Ms:lancholia. qtd. in ..Art. Love. and
Melancholy" br John Lechte in AbjectioQ Melancbolia and Lovs;' The WOods of JuHa KriSleva, eds.
John Fletcher and An~- Benjamin (London: Roudedge. 1990) 34.
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the exuemity of Pauline's experience and tone.IO~ The novel. as published. thus

altemates bernreen the accounts of Pauline and Nanapush. the wise tribal eIder.

\\'ho narrates his tale to Lulu. Fleur's daughter. While Pauline tells her story to

testify to a personal saga of pain and violence. Nanapush recounts his tale of Fleur

in order to chronicle a larger. collective history of dispossession. For Nanapush.

the story of Fleur. in particular her loss of home and land. attests to the immense

struggles faced br the Anishinabe at the tum of the century. Accordingly.

throughout the novel. the act of story-telling itself is described as a form of

survl\'al by Nanapush. as it is related to a process of rescuing a \vay of life that he

sees as slo\\'ly vanishing. l'.~ This ancient \\'ay of life is of course symbolised by

Fleur. \\'ho is described by Nanapush as the "funnel of our history" (178). Yet,

:\~napush's purpase for stary-telling is t\vo-fold. and his tale is complicated by his

listener. or silent interlocutor. Lulu. \vho has come back to the reservation very

angry at her mocher for ha"ing given her up to the residential schaols. Thus. on

the one hand. Nanapush tells his story of Fleur ta Lulu because he \\'ants to pass

on to the young girl the kno\\-'ledge of her ancestry - the knowledge of the

traditions and mythologies that shape her - so that this heritage will survive in the

present. At the same rime. Nanapush tells his tale sa that Lulu can begin to

far~Ï\'e Fleur. "the one vou \\'i1l not calI mother" (2). and in this \\'av come to
'-. .

understand the reasons behind her mother's disappearance. As Nanapush

lf)~ Laurie Albens. "~ovel Traces Shanering of lndian Traditions. - in ..!Jbyguergue Journal
(23 Oetober. 19(8) G-S.

1.... See Jennifer Sergio .. S[or~'1elling: Tradition and Preservation in Louise Erdrich's~t"
'Wodd ÜtwruIe TodaY 66.2 (1992): 279-82.
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anempts ro dispel and 9.·ork through Lulu's rage. the dynamics of the narrative

function to at once register and resolve the intense. though complicated. emotive

responses engendered br histories of colonisation, violence and dispossession, It

is in this sense. then. that Nanapush's narrative May he said to have a social

functioning: he attempts to maintain a sense of collective identity through his

efforts to bridge the gap bern'een past and present. \\'hile establishing a continuity

bem"een Fleur and Lulu,

For this reason, most analyses of Tracks ha\'e a propensity to focus on

~anapush's narrative O\'er that of Pauline's: they tend to argue. moreo\'er. that

Erdrich's sympathies must lie \vith Nanapush as he seems to provide a more

holistit: model of indigenous culture. Pitting Nanapush against Pauline. erities. in

particular. see Nanapush and Pauline as antithetical responses to the history of

native dispossession. Aligned \\'ith both Fleur and Lulu. Nanapush is most often

seen as pro\'iding a positive image of the \\"ays in \vhich indigenous traditions are

able to sUJ"':i\'e in the present amidst grave devastation.ll'" By contrast, Pauline's

atternpts ta exorcise her connections ta tribal culture through her violent adoption

of Christian theology are seen as the ultimate denial and betrayal of Anishinabe

cultural history. Yet. 1 think the intensity and beauty of Pauline's narrative should

aien us to the fact that Erdrich does not merely offer Pauline as a narrator in arder

to negaIe either her account or the authenticity of her tales. In facto it is important

to note that Pauline"s story is not one of simple compliance or defeat. Rather. in

1.'" For e.umple. this is the approach that Scrgïs anicle takes, as does Sidner's to an e:xtent.
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the moments before her transfonnation. Pauline feels herself to he ..on fire" and

thus conveys the simultaneous pain and raprure of her experience. As she sheds

a11 of her clothing. she describes herself as being at once vulnerable. -naked in my

O\\"fl flesh .,. with no shield or ~"eapon." in the same instance that she is .. ready

and strong as a young man- (201). Similarly. she describes the ~\"ay she is \\'ashed

\'\'ith love as she enters into the convent - .. 1 am sanctified. recovered. and about

to be married ... 1 \'\'ill be the bride and Christ \\'ill take me as my \\·ife. \\'ithout

death .. <20-t) - at the same time that she feels Chrisfs "love [to bel a hook sunk

deep inta our flesh" (205). When Pauline finally re-names herself. she like\\'ise

notes that the "unfamiliar syllables- of her name -fit" her in the manner of a

protective cocoon. even as they "crack- in her ears "like a fist through ice- C20S).

The e)"Lremities of such descriptions remind readers that Pauline's narrative is not

there to -make [her] \\·hole." as ~"'e might imagine it to do: rather. it serves to force

us to experience the \\'ay she and others are already and implosively "cleft do","n

the middle ... deep inside- (195). At the same tîme. the \'iolence of Pauline's

narrati\·e. a violence that is also its very beau~-. testifies. paradoxically. to Pauline's

tenacity - to·the \\'ays in \\'hich her conversion is an~"thing but docile or passive.

Pauline's narrative is therefore not just a testimony to the \'iolences of colonial

dispossession and conquest. but also to the anger and fury - to the interior

configurations of counter-violence - that such histories of conquest necessarily

meet up against. Thus. in her rage and fury. Pauline cannot simply he placed in

opposition to Fleur. but must be seen to be aligned 't\'ith her as weIl.

Yer. 1 would argue that the ultimate witness in this novel to Fleurs story is
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neither Pauline nor Nanapush, but Lulu. Like Pauline. Lulu's attitude toward Fleur

is complex: a mixture of anger. love, rejeetion and imitation. At the same time, ta

Nanapush. Lulu represents the possibility for uni~' and is seen as carrying the

history of her entire community in her body. She is Fleur's child. but her patemal

origins are unknov;n such that her birth acquires a mythical staNS. It is possible

that Lulu \vas conceived al Argus \vhen Fleur ~"as raped: thus. her father may he

any one of the three butcher-men. Sorne, however, say that she is the daughrer of

Eli Kashpa~·. Fleur's first love upon her retum ta the reservation. Still. others

believe that Lulu is fathered by the mysterious ~'ater spirit. ~lisshepeshu. \\'ho first

cbimed Fleur as his mistress 'when she drowned. but then rerurned her back ta

life. The complexiry of Lulu's origins and identiry is best expressed by Nanapush

~\"hen he too daims her as his descendant: "There \\'ere sa many tales. so many

possibilities. so many lies. The \\'aters were sa muddy [ thought rd give them

another stir. 'Nanapush: 1 said. 'And her name is Lulu.'" (61), Named after the

child ""hom Nanapush had 10st. Lulu symbolises the possibiJity for renewal and

continuity.

ln mis \vay. Lulu's tangled and elaborate origins emphasise the importance

of kinship. lineage and identity without regarding such linkages as either flxed or

determinate. On the one hand. the patterns of Lulu's life find reverberation in

Nanapush's \\'ords about the \'lay in ~thich "po~ver rravels in the bloodlines.

handed out before birth" (31). For example, \ve see, in another novel in the

series. Love Medicine. ho",' Lulu grows up ta inherit her mother's wild. seductive

personaliry and ho\\-' she is able to pass on her mother's secret powers to her own
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children and grandchildren, At the SaIne time. Erdrich's work discloses the

mysteries and confusions of identity or lineage. allowing for genealogical openings

and for the re~llignmentbem-°een peoples, Once again. this possibility for change

is best exemplified by Lulu. not 50 much in Tracks, but in Erdrich's earlier novel.

Love ~Iedicine,l'" In this novel. Lulu gives birth ta several different children: yet.

most of their patemal origins are ambiguous and uncenain. AIso. it is important to

note ho\'.'. at the end of this novel. Lulu forges a friendship "..ith long-time

ad\'ersary ~larie, \'.'ho is in fact Pauline's illegitimate daughter, ln this \vay, Lulu is

able, in part. to heal old \vounds bern..een enemy clans and stop the cycle of

\'iolence From endlessly repeating itself,

Similarly. the last passage of Traeks emphasises Lulu's role as a healer,

='anapush describes her as a symbol of sun.'i\'al. as she retums ta the land and

people that sustain her:

You \'.'ere the last to emerge, You stepped gra\'ely do\\'n. round
faced and alerte sa taB ~'e hardly kne\'." to pick you out from the
others. '{our grin ~'as ready and your look ~'as sharp, You
tossed your head like a pony, gathering scent, Your braids were
eut. your haïr in a thick ragged bo~'l. and your dress ~'as a
shabby and smoldering orange. a shameful color like a half
doused flame. visible for miles. that any child ",'ho tried to run
3\\'ay from the boarding school Vias forced to wear, The dress
\\'a5 tight. tao small. suaining across your shoulders, Your knees
\\"ere scabbed from the punishment of scrubbing long side~'alks.

and knobbed From kneeling for hours on braomsticks. But your

1\.1: Although LQ\'e: \1edicine ~'as originally published in 1984, four years before ~,
Erdrich states mat l:ra.W was in faet conceived long !::>efare her flfSt [wo novels: ·There ~-as no
chronalogical plan ta the books. They staned ~ith an idea.~ had been v.Tinen yeats and
years befare. It v.-as the very first fiction rd ever \\,'orked 00- (Albens. (;.8).~ is thus
rustarically the flrst of a four pan saga surrounding several familles li\ing in the North Dakota
region. set berween 1912 and 19261. Beer OUeef) Cl9B6) and nov. Binee Palace traces sorne of the
same charaaers from 1932 to 19ï2. Love MAAicine follows up on their lives from 1934 ta 1984,
Hence. Erdrich reveals the inextricable imercormectedness between differem people and events,
We3ving complex genealogies and fates as char2aers ~ppear in successive books.
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grin ~"as bold as your mother's. ~'hite ~..ith anger that vanished
~"hen you sa"" us ,,·aiting. You "'ent up on your tDeS. and tried
to v.alk as prim as you'd been taught. Halfway across. you could
not contain yourself and sprang fornrard. Lulu. We gave against
your rush like creaking oaks. held on. braced ourselves together
in the fierce dry wind. (226)

Although. in this noveL Lulu does not ever speak as a \\ritness to Fleur. she

nonetheless listens to the narrative told by Nanapush and. through her o't\"n

silences. she testifies to the silences of her mother. In this last passage. it is Lulu's

body. her scabbed and knobbing knees. her gestures and gait. her shom haïr and

her ill-fining dress that aIl testify to the historical legacy of displacement faced by

Fleur and the Anishinabe in general. In facto the markings on Lulu's body are

perhaps the most profound sites of ~'itness to the greatest loss suffered by both

mother and daughter: their separation resulting from the historical violences that

e\'entually leave Fleur ~"ith no choice other than ta give up her ov.-n child to a

govemment school. In this sense. Lulu's posture of defiance and anger are all

testaments to the interior structures of rage engendered by a history of conquest

V\"hose very purpose it ~'as ta break up those affective ties that bind together

peoples. cultures. families and communities. At the same lime. it is in the

presence of such traits - Lulu's "sharp" look. her boldness. her fierce grin - that

V"e find traces of Fleur. As such. ~re are reminded of the ways in \\'hich people

suryive and endure through others. even in their absence or disappearance.

Tracks thereby speaks across the rifts. both internaI and external. caused by

violence. making space for otherwise forgonen stories. The indirect "testimonies"

of ~anapush. Pauline and Lulu tell more of Fleurs life than any direct account

could say. as each of these narrators give shape to Fleurs silence through his or
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her 0""'11. In accordance. it is perhaps only by telling the story of Fleur - a telling

that is also a -not-telling" - that each of these narrators are able to speak their

Although emerging out of an entirely different cultural context, ~t.K. lndira's

Phani\"amma is another text that attempts ta bear witness to forgonen histories.

Wrinen originally by Indira in the Kannada language. and rranslated into English

by Tejas\\'ini Niranjana. Phaniyamma is at once a novel. memoir. biography,

ethnography. oral testimony and a valuable source of history. Based on the -true

story" of the author's great-aunt and told in the voice of the author's mother. this

te:\L recounts the life of a child ",,'ido"'" li\'ing in a small village in the state of

Karnataka during the late nineteenth and early r",rentieth centuries; that is to say,

in 3. \\"orld caught bern"een the modemising impulses of the colonial st3te and an

orthodox Brahmin community that vie"""s \\"ido",,"hood as the ultim3te impurity.

The novel thus re\reals ho",,' the encounter between colonialism and nationalism in

India functioned to map out its violence onto women's bodies. especially those

that did not fit inta normative se:\."Ual roles. It also illustrates ho",,' these women

suffered from a son of physical disembodiment anributable to certain disciplinary

forms of bodily regulation that became rirualised ",,"ithin the culture and then

began to aet upon ",,'omen's subjectivities through a combination of sexual. caste

and religious prescriptions. In this ""·ay. the novel helps us to better conceive the

complicated ""'ays in ",,"hich gender. racial and national violences came to he

aniculated through one another in colonial and postcolonial spaces, As such, the

narrative operates in a -documentaty·" capacity. as it testifies to the "realities" of
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women's everyday experience under colonialism and in its ,,'ake. At the same

time. 1 \\'ill argue that Phani\'amma, if it can be read as panicular kind of

- testimony." must challenge our very notions of ~'hat it means to \J.w'itness or give

testimonv, and indeed asks us ta rethink the very ways in \J.w·hich .. realitv" itself
• .. .. fi

cornes to be established. Indira's novel - as a text that. on the one hand. insists

on the reality of the experience it describes and. on the other hand. constanùy

reminds us of the ~'ays in \vhich mis "experience" cornes to us through various

farms of mediation. intervention and translation - forces its reader to grapple with

questions such as: What do the boundaries of rime. space. or belonging

demarcate in acts of bearing ~'itness? Ho,,' does one tell the story of violence that

cannat be properly named. because it is a violence that has marked itself on the

body. or because it is a violence that has no clearly identifiable beginning or

ending and thus finds itself being passed dO\\c'n perhaps from generation ta

generation? Ho'" does one testify to tbis violence. to something that might not

have ever been seen or kno"'n "first-hand" and yet still persists?

It is \\'ith these questions in mind that 1 tum to Indira's Phanivamma, a

novel mat has been described by Susie Tharu and K. Lalita. the editors of Women

Writini in India. as a work of panicular interest ta both feminist and postcolonial

proiects of historical .. recovery" at the same that it is a novel which difficult to

classify in terms of its relationship to feminist and postcolonial politics. 10
- Tharu

le:- ln pan. 1 think this has ta da "'ith ho,," in India. fndira's wark and this noveL in
parucular. has recei\'ed both critical and popular acdaim. Phanjyamma received the Kamataka
Sahitya Academy Award. the highest literary prize to be awarded on astate basis. But it is a1so a
text that has en;oyed a large popular readership in ilS ariginallanguage and bas been made inlo a
mm as ",-eU.
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and Lalita note. for example. ho~" the book has been anacked by sorne feminist

critics for glorifying the life of a ··traditional·· wido,,-, ,,'hile others see

Phaniyamma. the protagonist. as a strong feminist heroine. not only because she

exposes the hypocrisies of patriarchal culture. but also bec3use .. the reader is

struck as much as by ~,.hat becomes possible. even in the traditional Iife of a

~vido\\', as by the atrocities she is victim to." \0,; The uncenain positioning of this

novel in the context of Tharu and Lalita's projeet - a project that itself. not

uncomplicatedly. seeks to recover a .. tradition" of Indian women's writing - is

perhaps best exemplified by the very portion of the novel that is anthologised. ln

this section. an older Phaniyamma goes to rescue an untouchable ~'oman who is

experiencing complications \\'hile giving binh. As an upper-caste Brahmin \\'ido'"

~\"ho adheres [0 rituals of purity ~vith immense conviction and belief. Phaniyamma

~voulà not ordinarily partake in such .. unclean" rituals of birthing. nor is she

supposed ta have any kind of contact ,,'ith an untouchable woman. But in this

episode. the untouchable woman's family cornes to ask for Phaniyamma's help

because of the ,,'ido\\"s reputation for compassion, Paradoxically. it is

Phaniyamma's capaciry for affect - \\'hich stems. in part. from her sense of religion

and dutY- that a11o"'s this Brahmin \vido\\-' to break the ndes of purity and to help

out in this situation \\-'ithout even thinking t\\·ice. "let. Phaniyamma cornes out of

this experience with a dilemma about her o\vn "un-cleanliness," as she examines

\\-ith certain revoIt her blood-stained hands which have been inside another

t... See the Introduction to the excerpt from Phanjyamma in Susie Tharu and K. Lalita. eds.
W0rnt:n Writina in (ndia Vol II, Tht: Tweotieth Centuty (New York: Feminist Press. 1992).
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woman. At the same time. this observation forces her to question the bounds and

rules of the -traditions- under ~vhich she has been living. as she refleets on their

inadequa~' in fonnulating an ethics around lived situations. The conflicting

impulses of the narration. as weB as the contradictory pulls underlying the

anthologisation of this story by the editors of a pro;ect that seeks to recover the

silenced voiees of colonial and postcolonial "·omen. is imponant to my ov-'n use

of this nove!. The multiple directions that this novel faces underscores. 1 think. the

multiple desires invested in the very enterprises of postcoloniai and feminist

reCo\·ery. Accordingly. 1 v-rill argue that if Phani\'amma may be thought of as a

testimony of sorts. then it is as mueh an act of v-'itnessing events and experiences

that happened in ·rne -.past" as it is a testimony to the desires and investments

embedded in our CUITent practices of remembranee,

Of course. another reason for Phani)'amma's multiple positionings in

historiography could be anributed to the contradictory ~\'ays in \\'hich women

~'ere posiiioned in the history of colonisation and decolonisation on the Indian

sub-continent. As reeent feminist seholarship has sho~·n. the bodies of Indian

'\\'omen became a primary of site of violence during the colonial period. 11N Firstly.

during this time in history. the status of v-'omen in Indian society developed into a

tapie of considerable interest for the British administrators and one of the key

arguments in the ideological justification of colonial ruIe: for this reason. this

;... While my papcr summarises sorne of this history. more detailed accounts may be found
ln Ù1~ follo~ing: Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid. eds. S'casting Woms:n- M'says in Colonia!
HjstoLY C~ev.· Delhi: Kali. 1993): Kumari Jaya"'·ardena. feminism and Nati0na1ism in the Third
~ CLondon: Zed. 1986); Joanna Liddle and Rama joshi. DaYihrm of Ipdms:ndcnçe' Gendcr
Caste and Class C~ev-.· Delhi: Kali. 1987): Sudesh Vaid and Kumari jaya"--ardena. Embodis:d Violence
(~ev.' Delhi: Kali. 19(6).
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period witnessed the rise of several major laws having to do with women's issues,

including laws on ~'omen's inheritance, prostitution, wido~' remaniage, child

marriage and sali, Secondly. just as the colonial state consolidated their hoId on

Indian ~'omen through legislative actions. Christian missionaries also intensified

their effons to penetrate the zenana. the name for \vomen's pri\'ate household

qU3ners in India: in fact. through health and education. chey were able to gain

entry into ~'hat ~'as considered by the colonial govemment to be 'unchaned

territory,' Finally. ,'vith the unfolding of ail these events. the appropriate roles and

rights of ~\"omen became a matter of fervent debate among elite Indian male

reformers. ~\"ho ~'ere fuelled by a ne~'ly emerging anti-colonial nationalism. And

.yet. V\'hat becomes apparent about this history is that if women were at all central

to colonial and nationalist agendas. it is only because their bodies \vere the site of

a series of violent transactions through which the modem lndian nation v.'as

secured. In shon. colonialism and anti-colonial nationalism made Indian women's

bodies a focal point of their respective violences: as a result. these bodies

themselves became a locus of political and historical contestation.

The violence engendered br colonialism and nationalism in lndia. however,

~'as not ooly confined to the physical or institutional violence described above;

there were also other forms of historical and epistemic violence that continue to

affect our present ability to account for the history of Indian women during the

colonial period. What 1 am speaking about here is the way in \vhich colonialism's

violence v.·as qUite iiterallyand physically imprinted onto women's bodies. but

then hov.· these bodies and the violence done to them was rendered invisible
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according to dominant paradigms of knowledge and recognition. litt The

instirutional silencing of women's experience consequently poses a panicular

problem to the history of ,,'omen in colonial and postcolonial spaces. Unable ta

leave their marks on the official historicai scriptures. these marginalised individuais

are subjects ,,·ho have left behind fe'" if any source materials in the usuai

historiographie sense: and for this reason. are virtually ~..iped out of the maps of

modem history. In the end. ,,"hat we are left with is a world in v."hich only a

select group of people are understood to be whole beings. whereas others are

emptied of aIl subjectiviry. In fact. [0 barra'" the ,,"ords of the Indian v."riter

Amitav Ghosh. \\"hat "'e have is a situation \vherein "the onJy people for \\'hom

"'e can even begin to imagine properly human. individuaJ existences are the

literate and the consequential.·· Br contrast. marginalised subjects. such as

""amen. are chose 'who have had a violent history inscribed on their bodies and

yet \yho have not "had the po\\'er ta inscribe themselves over-time."I!! Absent and

illegible "'ithin the official records. their stories are ones that have never been taid.

It is my contention. then. that ,,'hat \\'e need at this point is an alternative

vision of history and historiography that ''lill give us the tools to uneanh these

buried lives and the means to relay their stories. Yet. if the history of v."omen is

one that is largely unspoken. then the recovery of their accounts requires that we.

as feminist and postcolonial scholars. are able to read the silences of this history. 1

lh Gayatri Spivak's ~Can the Subaltem Speak?- in Colonial Disçourse élnd P95(colonial
ThfkOO': t\ Rgder (r-;~' York: Columbia L"P. 1986) 14D-5-:t; and Mani Lata's -ContcnlÏaus Traditians~

in Rs:çastjoi Woms:n are (Wa essays ~"hich dcal ~ith this idea in particular.

III Amita\'" Ghosh. In an AntiQue Land (London: Pcnguin. 1995) 3.
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would like to suggest that one ~'ay of leaming how to read from the silences of

history may be by expanding the horizons of ~'hat ~'e consider to be historical

evidence. For instance. ~ve could begin by considering the different kinds of

historical knowledge that are embedded in sources such as fiction. personal

reminiscences. ethnography and oral testimony - sources that until recenrly have

largely remained hidden from modem history's purvie"'·. We \vould then need to

understand these other modes of ~'itnessing not as mere appendices to the official.

.. scientific" historical tracts. but as complex modes of historicisation in and of

themselves - a means of sut\'iving kno~'ledge of the past in the present. often in

intric:ltely and artistically developed ways. 1I~

Phanivamma is. in many senses. a te~'t that conveys this type of historical

kno't\·ledge. The novers status as bath fiction and history is in fact something that

~1.K. Indira establishes from the beginning. In her preface, she points out how

this work is based on the "true story" of her great-aunt \\'hose name the novel

bears. First relayed ta the author br her mother. this tale may be understood as

an oral reminiscence that is no\\' being documented as a memoir:

Born in 1849. died in 19;2: she seemed to have lived an ordinary
life. Those who lived with her did not know her innermost
secrets. Ooly Banashankari remained (0 tell the stOl)' of her life.
and pass it on ta her daughters... , 5ince. I. Banashankari's
daughter Indi. had heard Phaniyamma's story from my mother.
and had actually seen Ancheyanhe myself, 1 \vas able to write this
little history. 50 although this is the story of a nameless wido"'·. il
seemed to me that there \'\;35 indeed something of significance

Il.. Of course. il is imponanr [0 note that classical histor~: and pre-modem histories make
extensive use of sto~'telling. In facr. 1 think. modem history. tex>. makes use of literature. but only
in [enns of - footnotes" - in terms of appendices. anecdotes. or examples. By contrast. my reading
of PhjlDjyamma anempts ta rethink this particular way of relating -fiction" to "history."
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here, Which is "rhy this book ""as ~Titten,11';

This passage thus notes the faet that this "linle history" is not only a genealogical

investigation in 10 the author"s personal pasto but also a tale that is important to

tell. one in "'hich there is "something of significance" for others ta leam. In other

~\"ords, chis novel is as much a commemoration of one ~\"oman's lue as it is an

important document tracing the experience of Indian ""omen in general.

In facto one of the \vays that this text is able to mediate between individual

and collective histories is because the author is careful to situate Phaniyamma's life

in the social and cultural fabric that surrounds iL As the novel rno\"es forn"ard in

time, the narrative is structured not ooly around personal rites of birth. marriage

and death, but also around public ceremonies including seasonal festivals.

religious observations and folk holidays. Funhermore. the text contains many

ethnographie descriptions of the daily rituals performed by the people of the

\'illage and pro\'ides \"arious lists of household dUlies. religious rites and other

activities so that the reader is able to obtain a better pieture of collective life.

Consider, for example, mis passage ~"here the mother explains to her daughter

~'hat a typical day in the \'mage ""ould have been like during the time of

Phaniyamma:

Everyone "'oke at da~...n in the Anchemane. The women and girls
began ~vork at once. The men "'ent off to work in the fields or to
distribute the mail. The oid men baÙled and began Ùleir puja and
other rituais. Sorne women milked the cows and chumed the
buttermilk, The boys and girls tao had plenty of work ta do. The

iL' M.K. Indira. Phanjyaayna. 19ï6. tracs. Teja5'\ini !'iranjana (Sev-' Delhi: Kali for Wamen.
1990) 1. Ali further references ta this text ~ill appear in parentheses.
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girls had to sv:ab the doorstep and the tulsikane before
decorating them with rango/i: they picked heaps and heaps of
flowers and made chains with them: they wenr to the pond in the
garden and \vashed clomes. From very earlv in the moming the
;ld 't\'omen went about reciting the Ra~av~a. the Mahabharata.

"-' .
and various slokas that aIl the children leamed by healt. The men
boiled and dried the arcenut while the entire household joined in
't\'ielding the mett14kanhi to take the rough skin off. The peeling
process ~tent on until every'one slept. (1 ï -18)

ln passages such as mis. the book functions not oruy as a cultural document

recording the various customs. traditions. yalues and practices of the times. but

aiso as history mat chronides a past \vay of life that may be altogether forgonen if

not preserved and kept for future generations.

Yer. it also important to realise that just as this novel is a history of a sorts.

it is ne\'ertheless one not found in the official archives. Rather. the history

con\'eyed by this text is one that has been stored in the body and 't\"hose traces

surface in the form of the mother's memory. For this reason. the story of

Phaniyamma faIls in the category of -embodied history.- In panicular. the notion

of embodied history refers to the \\'ay in \\'hich the body here is imagined as a

repository or receptacle of social. cultural and historical symbolism such that the

physical self is both a source of encoding memory and of schematising

fundamental aspects of a history and culture. Similarly. it is significant to note that

the mother tells this story not simply to record the details of Phaniyamma's life.

but aIso to teach her daughter certain practices that she hopes the daughter will

also reproduce in her daily lUe: a history that ~'ill eventually be enacted in the

daughters body. The transmission and preservation of chis history therefore

depends equally on ilS telling as on its bodily passing on from mother to daughter.
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The mother nanates the tale to teach her daughter about the community to ,,"hich

they belong and to ".hich they trace their lineage. In this way. the knowledge of

the past conveyed by the mother is able to give the daughter a sense of

community and identiry.

The most significant contribution. however, that Phaniyamma makes to the

history of Indian ",'omen has to do \vith ilS account of ho",' this bodily passing on

of history from mother ro daughter is crucial not onJy to the construction of

identi~' in general. but also to the reproduction of gender, caste and sexual l'oies

in specifie, The history of 't'lomen in India. for example. ","as one in \vhich the

image of spirirualiry and respectability served as a critical tool for the maintenance

of race. class and caste lines: moreover, this discourse of purit)" \\"as increasingly

reHected in the legal reforms of the rime. But before ""e tum to ho",' it is that

PhanÏ\'amma relays this story, it is first important to revie\\' the significance of

\Vomen's bodies to colonial and nationalist projects. and by this means. assess this

history's overall impact on gender and sexual relations in India.

The categories of gender and se."<Uality were. of course. instrumental to the

colonial "enture as a ",'hole such that racial or colonial othemess has always been

\'isualised in fundamentally gendered terms, For example. by observing the

salience of se~"Ual ~mbolism in representations of Empire, the literary critic

Ed\\'ard Said describes colonialism as a -male pO\\'er-fantaS1-'- in \vhich the Orient

is envisioned in terms of an - unlimited sensualiry" to be penetrated and

possessed,::" Similarly. Anne McClintock. refening to Columbus's image of the

Il. Edv.-ard Said, Qrjeoraljsm ( !"Îe9.' York: Vinage, 1978) 20"'0
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earth as being shaped like a \voman's breast. draws our anention to the \vay in

~vhich Africa. Asia and the Americas were commonly figured in the European'

imagination as "libidinousiy eroticized. ,. functioning collectively as a .. fantastic

magic lantem of the mind onto which Europe projeeted its forbidden sexual

desires and fears ... m At the same tirne. gender and sexual relations became key

not only to the imagining of racial boundaries. but also to the polities and

institutions of Empire. Both gender and sexuality therefore became subjeet to

increasingly austere fonns of scrutiny by the colonial state. Anthropologist Laura

Ann Stoler remarks on ho'\". ail over the colonial world. issues of gender and

sexualiry provided both the psychological and economic underpinnings for

.. colonial distinctions of difference" and as a result were pivotai to the ",·ay in

v.-hich .. the very categories of colonizer and colonized were secured." 11~ Indeed.

gender increasingly served as a critical category for imperial practices and not as a

matter of textuality alone.

Consider. for instance. the bulk of Orientalist ,\'riting in ",·hich the othering

of Indian society occurs essentially in gendered terms. One of the best known

specimens of this genre of orientalist thought is James Mill's Histol"\~ of British

India. an account of India's past that. according to Uma Chakravony. had an

enonnous impact on later historical consciousness. In this work. the strategie role

that gender and sexualiry played in the structuring and establishment of colonial

Ile Anne McClintock. Imperial Lqths:r- Rac, Gt:nder aod SeXlJaliry in [he Colonial CooteS[
(~ew York: RoutJedge. 1995) 22.

Ill> Laura Ann Stoler. "Camai Knowledge and Imperial Power: Gender. Race. and Morality
in Colonial Asiaft Gender al the çrossroad~of Knowledae- femjoiSl Anthn;woIQK3' in a Po5UD9Skm
~. ed. Micaela Leonardo (8er\:~~.:Lof califomia P. 1991) 52.
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authority is made clear br the way in ""hich J\1ili mobilises metaphors of gender ta

express the maral superiority of the Nlers:

Nothing can exceed the habituai contempt ",'hich Hindus
entertain for their women. . . . They are held in extreme
degradation, excluded from the sacred books. deprived of
education and of a share in the patemal property. . . . That
remarkable barbarit}", the ",'ife held un",'orthy ta eat ",'im her
husband. is qUite prevalent in Hindustan.... Hindu women are
in state of dependence more strict and humiliating than mat
\vhich is ordained for the ,veaker sex. 11

-

This passage qUite plainly reveals gender as both organising and organised by a

larger politics of race and Empire. As Chakravartr notes. by emphasising the lo\':

status of ~\'omen among the subject population. Mill ""as able ta assert the higher

morality of the imperial masters: thereupon. daims iib~ his became a powerfuJ

device in the installation of a colonial ideology that required psychical advantage

over the indigenous population. Ill! It cannot be ignored that a central motivation

behind such daims had to do ""ith the \\..ay in \\'hich they \\'ere able to justify the

presence of the colonisers. In facto time and again. the lo\\'îy or "degenerate" state

of Indian civilisation. especially \\'ith respect to the abject position of Indian

"'·omen. \\'as used to defend and exonerate British rule.

It ""as in this manner. then. that gender and sexuality became essential

elements not ooly to the imagining and construction of colonial difference, but

also to the very execution and efficacy of colonialism as a politicai project.

Indeed. during the intervai of colonial roie. India experienced a majar upheaval in

::- James Mill. The Histoc' of Bàtish Indja ;t1, ed (London: James Madden. 1840) 312~13.

Il" Uma Chakravorty. "Whatever Happened to the Vedic Oasi? Orientalism. 1'\alionalism and
a Script for the Past." RecaSing Wgmeo' Essars in Cglonial HiSlgD', eds. Sangari and Vaid 34-35.
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its perception of gender roles. as the culture's organisation of familial cL"ld sexual

relations \\'ere \\'hol1y reconstituted through specific legislative actions carried out

by the colonial state. In the latter half of the nineteenth century. a plethora of

social reforms principally urgeting \\:omen were introduced into Indian society -

including reforms ha\'ing to do \'\'ith sali. \\"ida"" remarriage. the education of girls

and ""amen. child marnage. \\"omen's inheritance and propeny rights. as \\'ell as

prostitution. But even befare mat. numerous sexual regulations and prohibitions

""ere disseminated ",'imin the culture in a more oblique fashion wough

administI"3tive polïcies having ta do \\'ith sanitation. health and disease. As we ~'ill

see. these polïcies constituted an overlapping set of discourses. yoking together

fears of contagion. degenera'0". biological difference. climatic incompatibiliry and

moral corruptibility \\'ith issues of gender. race and sexuality.

Judith Whitehead. for example. explains ho\\' the Contagious Diseases Act

of the lare nineteenth century functioned as a major legislative intervention that

initiated the redefinition of gender and sexual relations in colonial India. l1
" First

defended as a superior la\\' meant to ensure that the military traops would have

access to the Mrelease of sexual tensions- while sirnultaneously being proteeted

from venereal diseases through the medical surveillance of prostitution, the

Contagious Diseases Act outlined a \\'ide set of discretionary powers with \\"hich

medical officers could regulate prostitution, :;;= The Contagious Diseases Act

110 Judith Whitehead. -Bodies CJean and L7ndean: Prostitution. Sanitary Legislation. and
Respectable Fenuniniry in Colonial ~onh India.- Cnpublished Essay.

1':" The cJass biases inherent in such legisiation are aJso apparent. Kenneth Ballhatchet
points out the equation between conunon-dass origins and liœlUiousness that was being made:
prostitution "'OlS deemed necessary on the grounds that a common European soldier. ",-ho unlike
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required. for instance. the registration and examination of all ,,'omen suspeeted of

prostitution: the segregation of prostitutes to designated streets of a city; and the

establishment of specifie hospitals for the treatment of v-'omen diagnosed v-'ith

venereal disease. Under this system. if a v.·oman \vas found to he infeeted. she

V\'as legally eonsidered a prostirute and could be forcibly kept in such a hospital: if

she refused treatment. she could be imprisoned. ~loreover. prostitutes could he

identified on the basis of suspicion such that it "'as not only v-'omen engaged in

prostitution. but any "'oman found frequenting publie spaces. ""ho could be

charged. ~~hitehead quotes the Surgeon-general of the lndian anny ordering the

police to -arrest aIl strange ~'omen found in the lines of the European regiments..

. . \'\here ~\;omen are vagrants. prov-'ling about the barracks of European soldiers.

they might be arrested ... for their ov-'n good and that of the communit)"." W In

fael. even \'\'hile such statements sen'ed in aIl probability as recruiting devices. in

much of the British literature supporting the Contagious Diseases Act. Indian

prostitutes "'ere instead ponrayed as the unsavoury debauchees luring British

soldiers and sailors into .. contagious" surroundings. This literature suggested.

moreo\·er. that through sexual contact ""ith such ""omen. European men

contracted not only disease. but also debased sentiments. immoral proclivities and

extreme susceptibility to -uncivilised~ states.

As a result. the Contagious Diseases Act and omer sanitation legislation

the -educated English gentleman- "-'as thought ta -13ck the intellecruaJ and moral resources
œqwred for continence." had (0 satis~' tus sexuaJ urges in arder ta avoid such unnaruraJ vices- as
masturbation or homosexuality. See Race sa and CliS"; LOndet the Rai (1\'Y: Sc. Martitfs P. 1980) 2.

::: Surgeon-General of the Indian Anny. qtd. in Whitehead 12.
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served increasingly to rationalise and ritualise the establishment and policing of

boundaries berween the imperial classes and its variou5 omers through discourses

of biological contagion and degeneraC)". More and more. biological images of

disease and pestilence! rooted deeply in a fonn of social Darwinism, shaped a

complex hierarchy of social metaphors that carried considerable authority. Just as

the very hazards of disease \vere figured as part of a hostile or uncivilised

en\'ironment. 50 tao were poveny and social distress figured as biological fla~·s.

an organic pathology in the body politic that posed a chronic danger to the

imperial race. In facto as Whitehead explains. the Contagious Diseases Act dre"..

upon the m05t prevalent medical theory of the time - kno,,'n as the "miasmatic

theory" - \vhich maintained that a11 diseases 'were caused by the "odours" of

rotting or decomposing substances. The tropics. moreover. were perceived as

prime breeders of H miasmatic contagion" since organic maner decomposed much

more rapidly in hot climates than in cold. Within the colonies. there was a

heightened anxietv about the .. circulation of smells." an anxietv that \\'as
...." "

ine:\Lricably linked [0 the larger concem about ho~t to prevent decomposition in

the military barracks of the goveming race. and by extension. in the ruling race

itself. Ir is not at ail surprising. then. that the Contagious Diseases Act - the same

act that set out to regulate prostitution - also nded that ,,"aIls between Indian and

European areas of the cities be constnlcted to prevent the flow of .. odorous

seepages." Thus. the miasmatic theory. along with corollary sanitation legislation.

"'"as symptomatic of a ne"; biological idiom of race, as it funetioned to naturalise

social. cultural and bodily boundaries at a time when such boundaries were felt to
•
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he dangerously permeable.m

But perhaps ~'hat is most striking in the context of my thesis is the v.·ay in

\vhich such hardening of colonial dh'isions ~'as invariably enaeted through the

regulation of women's bodies and women's sexualities - making explicit the

eX'tent to ~"hich the British administration's policies ~'ere reflective of bath racial

and gender discrimination. \\<'hile revealing the intricate connections between

colonial and sexual violences. For instance. the faet mat the Contagious Diseases

Act constituted an overlapping set of discourses on areas as varied as sanitation.

se~'Ual contagion. racial degenera~". city-planning and prostitution points to ho~'

:'luch policies \\'ere symptomatic of the analogy bet\veen race and gender that was

specifie to the conditions of colonialism and modemity. Indeed. at a time when

there ~'as already a heightened anxiety over bodily boundaries in general and

racial decomposition in specifie. sexual activity ~'as branded as one site where

bodily boundaries were in danger of being rransgressed. and where the lines of

cultural and social separation \\'ere especially susceptible to breakdo\\n. It is not

surprising. then. that \\'omen's sex-ualiry ~'as deemed a primary transmitter of racial

and cultural contagion. and sexual pUrity· emerged as a controlling metaphor for

economic and political po\\<"er. To borro~' Foucault's words. sexual conduet was

taken as a M target of interyention." as the colonial era v.·itnessed the production of

,- ln addition [0 ~~tehead·s essa~~.. see aIse the foUov.ing: !'ancy Leys Stephan. -Race
and Gender: The Role of Analogr in Scienc~.~ in hnatomy Qf Radsm. ed. David GQldbcrg
(MinneapQlis: L of Minnesota P. 1990) 38-;:: .\lary Douglas. Puril}" and pani="' An Analysis of du:
Concept,.; of Pollution (Rourledge. 19(6) and :"awGI Symbol~' Explorations in eosmo1o&Y (Random
House. 1970): Sander Gilman. pifference and falbalas,,· Siermoox::; of SauaJin' Racs: and
Madnes-. (lthaca: Comell L'P. 198;); Jean and John Comaroff, "Homemade Hc:gemony" Ethnoaraphy
and [he HiSl0riçal Imagination (Boulder: Wesniev.-, 1992) 26S-m.
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a ne~' economy and ne~" regimes of power in v..-hich discourses of race. dass.

gender and sex were inextricably ~'oven together.l~: In the metropolis. this ne\\"

economy \\"as secured by promoting a strict reproductive ethics that invol\'ed

domestic discipline and sexual rectitude. whiJe emphasising middle-class

productiviry. At the same time. special opprobrium feU on "non-reproductive"

men and \\"omen. including the ~-orking classes_ the Irish. gay~ and lesbians. ~'ho

~rere aIl collectively figured in the social imagina~.. as racial deviants or

.. degenerates." the breeding-grounds of disease. crime and cholera. ln the

colonies. of course. the dangers of contagion and contamination were even worse

and the assertion of a distinct colonial morality ~'as meant to ensure that the

colonisers and the colonised blurred neither biological nor political boundaries

that separated them. TO~'ard the end of the century. increasingly harsh measures

~'ere taken up to police ~'omen's bodies and greater interventions were made in

issues relating to domestic or se:-..-ual relations. In India. as v-,ras the case

else\\"here. coloniaL racial and gender oppressions \vere elaborately interrwined

such that v-;omen's bodies ~'ere a major site on \\'hich colonial violence \\'as bath

enacted and reproduced.

:~. Michel Foucault. Th, Hi..toO· of Ss:xualiO" \'o[yme 1. trans. Roben Hurl~' (~~. York:
\·inuge. 19i5) 26. FOUClult. of course, 15 speaking about how a ne'\" discourse of sexuality in
which se.x hecomes -an object of analysis- and -targ~t of int~r\'~nlion- cornes to he produced
specificai(l' ln Europe. While h~ hints at how thesc: nev..· mc:a..o;;ures mat transformed sexual conduct
into -a concened economic and political beha"'ior- ~'ould in time -become anchorage points for
the different \'arieties of racism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. - he nonetheless fails ta
consid~r how colonial bodies might figure as a possible sit~ of th~ articulation of nineteenth-eentury
European sexuality. For an excellent critique of Foucault's ~'ork in relation tO chis point, as well as
for an insightful consideration of ho~' some of the obser..ations that Foucault makes in chis work
might he f'e"..orked in light of a colonial contexte sec: Laura Ann Slolers Race and the Edycation of
Desire: FouCiyl['s HiSloO" of SexlJalitj" and the Colonial arder of Thina..; (Durham: Duke CP. 1995),
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If the colonial enterprise made women's bodies a focal point of its violence,

then ie \\'35 'with the rise of anti-colonial naeionalism in India that the status of

~\;omen became again a locus of historical. cultural and moral contestation.

Throughout the nineteenth cenrury. colonial authorities regularly justified their rule

and their administrative policies by focusing on the sexual organisation of lndia

society. 'which. in tum, provided a crucial point of differentiation bet\veen Empire

and irs various .. others." Consequently, one of the main points of aggravation for

anti-colonial nationalise leaders had to do with the colonial go\'emmenfs constant

denigI:ltion of indigenous gender practices and. by extension. of the Indian race in

general. Yet. as the historian Partha Chatterjee notes. the anti-colonial nationalist

mo\"ement in India ~\:as faced \vith a particular contradiction \\'hen it came to the

matter of the "",·omen·s question.":;' On the one hand. officiallndian nationaIism

could not just ignore the allegations made by colonial authorities and Christian

missionaries regarding the abuses against Indian "'~omen. Priding themselves in

their education and .. enlightened" status. many nationalist leaders were aetually in

support of many of the legislations being made on behalf of \\'omen and lobbied

for ehese changes. On the other hand. chis nationalist elite also needed (0 assen a

unique culture apart from the colonial rulers. and needed to affinn a distinctive

identity on the basis of v.·hich daims (0 polïtical nationhood could be made.

According to Chatterjee. official nationalism proceeded to solve this dilemma by

dividing the world into (wo separate companments: the material and the spiritual;

1;. Partha Chanence. The ~ation élnd ire< fTii"JeD[4;' Colonial and POSJÇolonial Hi!l;toÙS:S
(X~· Jersey: Princeton L"P. 1993).
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the inner and the outer; the .. home" and the .. world. .. The material sphere

corresponded to the 9.'orld of politics. la9.'. science and technology; and in this

sphere. the nationalists claimed that India needed to confonn with the West,

H09.'ever. the inner. private or spiritual sphere was \\,'here daims to nationhood

could be made and. for this reason. aIl maners of cultural identity. including issues

about the status of ",·omen. ,vere relegated to this domain. While ",'hether or not

the boundaries between .. inner" and .. outer" were drawn qUite so dearly and

consistentlyas Chanerjee suggests is certainly debatable. it is ceitainly tnle that the

very spiritual staNs of Indian \vomen became a major factor in the imagining of

the ne\\" nation. Gender became a powerful tool in the formulation of a nationalist

ideology. as the honour of the state came ta rely on the honour of its women.

:\nticolonial nationalism and the various social reform movements ~vhich

de\'eloped over the course of the nineteenth century thus signalled a new age in

gender relations in India. ~1oreover. during the period. as the relations between

gender. nation. religion. tradition and modernity were publicly rethought and

refashioned ~'ith an unparalleled intensity. the question of \vomen's social.

spiritual and sexual propriety became of ultimate impon. In facto even more than

men. women were upheJd as the guardians of tradition. panicularly against a

foreign enemy. Kumari ]aya\\"ardena and ~'Ialathi de Ahvis note. for example. how

the nationalist movement envisioned Indian \vomen as the .. carriers of

authenticity" and therefore used them as .. as cultural representatives" 9.'ho were

-constnlcted in relation to western domination." m This identification of women as

u~ Malathi de Aj\\;S and K. Jaya"'·ardena. Introduction. Emhodjed Violence {Sew Delhi:
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the spiritual core of nationhood ~~as perhaps most explicidy played out later in the

Gandhian resistance movement. On the one hand, this movement sought to dra"..

Indian ~'omen out of their homes and into the modernisation process in the

service of nationalism. On the other hand, women emerged only on the terms

that they represented the traditional spiritualiry of the Indian home. Thus.

Gandhian nationalism deployed gender as a powerful tool mat shaped the

affective and emotive conditions of nationalist ideology; for example, through the

idea of the m0therland. Gandhi aroused nationalist sentiment by envisioning the

nation as feminine and in need of protection. But. just as \\~omen were seen as

being synonymous 'with the nation. the nation too 'vas seen as reflecting the

quality of its \\·omen. For this reason, the Gandhian movement also str3tegically

dre".. upon pure. virtuous. sacrificing female mythological figures to represent the

roles that women ought to play in the nationalist stnlggle. In this ~'ay. nationalism

aligned the duties of a mother to\\'ard her children and husband with the duties of

a ,,,"oman tD'ward her nation. 12~

\\'hat is important ta note is that according ta this nationalist mode!. female

subjectiviry could only be legitimately embodied in roles of maniage. wifehood,

motherhood or domesticity. In facto nationalism also fostered the construction of

Kali. 19(6) xiii.

l~ See K etu Katrak. "Indian ~ationalism.Gandtuan -Satyagraha' and Representations of
FemaJe 5exualiry." :Satiooalism~ and Sexualities. eds. Andrev-- Parker. Mary Russe. Doms Sommer,
and Patricia Yaeger (~'Y: Roudedge. 1992) 397-98; Suruchi Thapar. "Women as Aetivists: Women as
Symbols: A Srudy of the Indian Xationalist Movement." featinist Revie:w 44 (1993): 81-96; Partha
Chaner;ee. "The !'ationalist Resolution of the Women's Question." an Sangari and Vaid 233-53;
Tanika Sarkar. "The Hindu Wife and the Hindu Nation: Domesticitv and ~ationalism in Nineleenth
C~ntu~· Bengal.- Srudjcs jn HjsIOO' 8.2 (1992): 213-35. .
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the .. ne~' woman." ~'ho through education. \\'as supposed to be instnleted in the

moral \'inues of cleanliness. comparuonship. discipline. self-control and

respectability. This domestic model sanctioned by nationalism. ho"'ever. "'"as

derived almost exclusively from a Hindu upper-caste cosmological system,

~'omen of other identities \\'ere thus cast into shado,," as immoral sexuality was

projected onto Western \\'omen. lo~\'er-caste ,,'omen. working-class women and aIl

other ,vomen, such as ,,'idows or prostitutes. ,,'ho did not correspond to

normative sexual 'Or familial roles. In facto as ~'Irinalini Sinha has suggested, the

conditions of nationalism and colonialism in India engendered ne~' official female

subiecti\'ities that .. not only retained the negative repression of female se>t."Uality.

but also reactivated competing notions of community based on religious. caste and

c13ss affiliations."::- ~Iost of aIl. the dominant cultural tradition that emerged cire""

sharp lines of demarcation between pure and impure "'omen. and this then gave

rise to various legal institutions authorising the stare to .. protect" female vinue, ln

tum. the proliferation of such institutions meant that increasingly aggressive

measures for policing Indian ~vomen's bodies 'vere implemented by the colonial

state. In this ,,'ay. the circumsrances of colonialism and nationalism in India

occasioned everyday acts of violence mat affected ,,"omen's bodies not only in

physical terms. but also in ideological \vays.

But ""hat 1 would no\\' like to tum to is ho\\' this regime of purity ~vas

implemented not only thraugh legislative actions. but also through a set of

.- Mrinalini SiMa. .. Xationalism and Respectable F~minini~·.- in Fgrmi0a and Refgnnj0K
IdenJiO'. eds. Carol Siegel and Ann Kibbey (Xe9-' York: New York L'P. 1995) 34.
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embodied practices that carne to have an even stronger hold upon the culture. Of

course. one of the principal reasons for this had to do with the way in "rhich these

bodily practices were able to connect the lived-in experiences of race. caste and

gender existing belo,,' consciousness with daily rituals of eating, decorum. hygiene

and dress, Yet, \\'hile a subsrantial arnount of research has sho"'n ho\\' \\Tomen's

bodies \vere mapped out through the forces of colonial and nationalist violence,

there has been relatively littJe historical analysis of the "'ay in which these same

bodies experienced and perceived precisely such everyday life both under

colonialism and in its "'ake. Perhaps mis is owing to the fact that although the

political or economic conditions of colonialism have been examined in fair detail

in the context of sub-continental scholarship. limited anention has been paid to

the psychological. phenomenological or experiential dimensions of colonial

violence and ho,,' this violence continues to impact our ability ta imagine the

history of Indian "'amen. One of the main challenges of historical research today

. thus lies in relating the abstracto symbolic aspectS of colonial violence to its more

sentient manifestations.

The story of Phaniyamma. on the other hand. is one such example of this

type of ., embodied history" mat makes the connections between the historical and

the everyday, as it anempts to counter the disembodiment suffered by colonial

\\'omen ,,'ith an imaginative or ., anthromorphised" description of their past and

their society. 12S This is also an account. then. that requires us not only ta take

l~ The term -embodied history- is used by John O'Neill (0 describe the projec( of
- rethinking society and history" With the tenns afforded by our bodies much as the way in which
-the fltSt men were caUed upon to think the worid with their bodies.- qtd in Marike Finlay-de
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another look at the official archives of political history, but also to consider the

historical insights offered by fields such as literature and anthropology, fields that

have dealt in a much more intimate manner ,vith me everyday praetices.

experiences and emotions of human agents than has conventional historiography.

Hence. me history that matters here is not one that exists outside of individual

agents. but one that finds expression in personallife and culture. that becomes

embedded in our everyday experiences. and finds shelter in the memories \':e

carry in our selves.

The novers central narrative begins just after Phaniyamma becomes

~\'ido'\\'ed at the age of thirteen. As a \\'ido~·. the young girl is shunned by the

community. since marriage ~·as the only respectable l'ole for women at that time.

Phaniyamma's parents mereupon seek the advice of the local priest so as to

determine ho"" the family cao maintaio their honour and save their child from the

scom of the community, Ir is at this point mat the priest orders the young girl to

take on the l'ole of a brabmacarini - that is. a l'ole advocating self control. purity

and the elevation of the mind over the body - and to adopt a set of rigorous

religious rituals penaining to this l'ole. Of course. Phaniyamma is so young when

aIl of this happens that she accepts the rimais and practices as a way of life,

incorporating them into her unconscious self. She does not question any of their

meanings or functions, understanding them simply to he pan of her identity.

Monchy. -:'\arcissism: Pathology of the Post-Modem Self or Healthy and Socially Progressive
Invesunent of the Interests of Self-Centred Subjeet-Hood.- in Fn:s A.~~ociatians 5.4.36 (995): 453-82.
Finlay. too. in this anide. speaks of the need for the social sciences (a adopt an -anthropocentric.
anthramorpruc world \ie\\'- through a -reinvesunent in the body.-
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Ho\\'ever. as the story progresses. the reader cornes to see just how these praetices

were in fact tied ta a cruel regime of bodily regulation that attempted to control

""omen's identities thraugh the ritualisatian of sexual norms. The reader also

cornes to understand how it was the fear of illegitimate sexuality that motivated

the larger society's need to manage \\"amen's bodies through a set of rituals. or a

set of embodied practices. that ensured \\'omen's social and sexual purity.

[n panicular, the effects that these ritualised praetices have on

Phaniyamma's consciousness and identity can be seen in the way in which these

practices are tied to an experience of disembodiment that the young girl

experiences bath in her daily life and in history. For example. by restrieting her

panicipation in day-tc-day acti\'ities of the other householders. the religious rituals

that Phaniyamma must adopt cause her ta live her life in sec1usion. apart from

,,"orldly society. AIso. her raie as brabmacarini means that she cooks for the

entire family. but then is unable to panake in any of the fruits of her labour. This

is because, being a wido,,", Phaniyamma is made to cut out from her Iiie aIl the

excesses that are a sign of the body~s pleasure: "Being a wido\\', the girl did not

drink any milk. Not a drop reached her lips. although she milked the twenty-odd

co'ws n'lice a day, boiled the milk, and churned the butter. She never thought

about food" (52). In face as Phaniyamma's life progresses, she becomes bener at

being able to transcend the body"s pulls. She eats less and less until she is able ta

survive on ooly a few morsels of food per day. Eventually. she is able 10 control

not ooly hunger. but also other physical conditions such as pain. sorrow, tiredness

or illness:
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Although she lived on {wo bananas a day and bathed in eold
\\:ater. the life-spirit eontinued to inhabit her body. of whieh what
\\'as left \\'as only skin and bones. Hel' spirit seemed to carrr a
strange eleetrical charge. Not once did she eomplain of weariness
or pain. Never in her life had she fallen ili. ... By the time
Phaniyamma was nearing eighty, her eyesight was undiminished.
Hel" teeth were like a row of riee-grains. Dnly her skin was
\\·rinkJed. and her back a Iinle bent. But she worked hard as
ever. and her souI had achieved a sute of complete detachment.
(~5_i6)

In effect. Phaniyamma negates certain aspects of her corporeality altogether,

training her body until she becomes -pure spirit." Phaniyamma's body is thus

alienated from many of its o\\"n sensory capacities. In this sense. she is much like

Pauline of Tracks or Baby Kochamma of The Gad of Small Thin~s, or even like

Ger3.Idine of The Bluesr Eye. all of \\'hom anempt ta shape their desires according

[0 3. model of transcendental subjecti\'ity that has grave casts upan their material

being. In a similar fashion. Phaniyamma's interior desires and passions are

subsumed under a theological narrative of transcendence and asceticism that may

be seen as a particular narrative of embodiment at the same time that also

distances itself. in other ~\'ays. from the body and embadied ways of knowing.

The rirual disembodiment and subsequent ritual writing out of history that

Phaniyamma encounters in her o""n life. however. is countered through the rituaJ

aets of remembering and story-telling. both of \\-"hich have the ability ta reclaim

last subjectivities and reinscribe them inta contemporary accounts of history

through critical as ""ell as empathetic means. Indeed, as Taussig has written, in

situations ",·here violence has led to historieal forgetting. it is precisely the aet of

remembering that has the ability ta heal or possibly even undo the history of
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colonialism \\'ith its 0\\"T1 memory.l~Similarly. the healing or uansfonnative powers

of memory are asserted throughout mis novel. Remembering and sroryrelling are

sho"'n tO be paramount to a historical enterprise that attempts to reeover the

history of colonial \\'omen's lives. beeause these aets are able to fùl the hole in

current historieal kno~\"ledge and simultaneously critique certain historiographie

methods that contribute to this void. ~Iost of ail. :lcts of remembering and

storytelling are important because ther are able to give us embodied histories that

emerge from the material fabric of "'omen's lives. It is interesting to note that. in

this century. history has often regarded those records based in personal experienee

or remembrance as constituting improper evidenee because of their apparent

mutabiliry. According to convenrional modes of history. memory is not to be

relied upon because it is subject to the distoning effects of individual affect and

perception. And yet. as the oral historian. Elizabeth Tonkin rightly reminds us,

memories are not only singular and unique. but also a social fact. Central to the

functioning of social raies. memories often reveal common attitudes or a shared

\'\"orld. Yet. it is important to understand ho,,' rnemory can also be creative. how

memory can often biur the distinction bet\\reen the conscious and the

unconscious. and ho\\" it cannat be "-hol1y distinguished from either thought or

imagination. As Tonkin "·rites. "memory makes us.- but it is also tnle mat "we

make memory.":~" Ta the extent that our bodies are reservoirs of memory. the

I~ Taussig 392.

Llo) Elizabeth Tonkin. "amnjos Oyr P3S(S: The Social COQ.40JnJetign gf Histgcy (Cambridge:
Cambridge CP. 19(3) 1;6.
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capacity to remember and disremember points to the way in which subjeets are

operative agents v.ho are able to imagine and act on the forces of history.

This understanding of memory and history is imponant to both feminist and

postcolonial theorisations of subjectiviry and history. The message of these books

is that individuallives are al\vays embedded in a historical context. but also that

history itself is always anached to specific subjects. On the one hand, people

come into the ~vorld not as pure. free or unattached individuals t but already

burdened ~vith a certain amount of history. as already ascribed members of a

particular group. communiry. nation. race. gender or ethnicity. But. this is not to

say that any of these categories are fixed and fast. In most societies. differendy

organised groups co-exist. recruiting their members according to different criteria:

rhus. human beings belong to more man one group simultaneously and often

change their memberships over the course of a life. This interactive mode) of

subiect and society. one in \vhich we are a11 social aetors, affecting others and. in

tum. being affeeted by them. is thus a dynamic model of witnessing whereby

history i5 made and rraced out in the present as opposed to be found in a distant

and static pasto History is not a realm to be extemally described. but a place we

carry ~'ith us insofar as il has become sedimented in our memories and our

bodies.

Thus. if one aim of the novel is to criticise a cenain history of

disembodiment. then another. perhaps more important. goal of this ten is to give

one woman's life embodiment in the present insofar as it proceeds to incorporate

Phaniyamma's experience v.°ithin the collective memory and imagination of other
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"~omen. Indeed. as Shoshana Felman writes. "The specific task of the literary

testimony is ... to open up in that belated witness, ~\..hich the reader no,,'

historically becomes. the imaginative capability of perceiving hislory - ~vhat is

happening to others - in one s body. \\'ith the power of sighr or rather insight that

is usually afforded only br one's immediate physical involvement."Jj1 Like,,'ise.

Peggy Phelan remarks that imaginative art derives irs force largely from \\'hat she

calls its "sustained conversation ~\'ith incorporealiry" - its "conviction that it can

make m3nifest \\'hat cannat be seen.'· ll~ Consequently. fiction may he thought of

as an .. instance of ,,'riting history" in the sense that it functions as a type of

"memorial" to bodies. individuals and moments which are not immediatelr

present. but which must be brought into being through acts of memory and

imagination.

[n a similar vein. Indira \\'rites a novel that is both a fiction and .. a little

history" in order to recover and recreate the story of a life whose only trace in the

present is its absence "'ithin official records. Thus. \\'hile the body of Phaniyamma

is no,,'here to be found at the end of the story. \\'hat we are left with IS the sound

of ""eeping and the ring of praises and song as ail of the villagers moum her

passing. The image of the funeral that closes the book is reminder of the way in

\\'hich the novel is also an elegy. It is fining. in fact. that Indira begins her book

\\'ith an epigraph that is a poem br another Kannada writer, Ambikatanayadatta,

1!1 Shoshana Felman. TesUwony lOB,

:~~ Peggy Phelan. ~loYrnini Sex: Perfonniog Public Mernories (NY: Routledge. 1997) 1-;,
s~ also Maxine Hong-Kingston·s The Woman Warrio[ (l"Y: Vinlage. 197;) for another interesting
literaryaccount of ho".. this happens.
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\\"hich speaks about a girl who Mtumed to dust" and then successively tums into

.. memory:' .. sorro\\'... .. a story" and then ..song. .. Just as mis epigraphic poem is

about the possibility of recovering loss through memory. story and song. Indira's

nove! is about the author's own desires to explore. as Phelan purs il, .. the affective

outlines of \\'hat is left after a body is gone"'I~~ ln this sense. memory and story

telling emerge as transformative forces in this novel that is also a memoir. The

ritual \\Titing-out-of-history that the woman. Phaniyamma. undergoes is countered

through the ritual act of story-telling. which has the ability to reclaim lost

subjecti\'ities and reinscribe rhem onto conremporary accounts of history through

critical as \\'ell as empathic means.

Reading Indira's Phani\'amma alongside Erdrich's Tracks thus reveals ho\\'

fiction, through the practice of remembrance. is able to bear \\'itness to certain

legacies of violences and disembodiment. and often to events and peoples not

seen or heard. in \\'ays that are as authentic to such histories as other kinds of

"factuaI" records. Of the ~·o novels. Phanivamma. at first glance. perhaps seems

more acceptable as a historical document because of its biographical and even

autobiographical chameler. Ir insists that is based upon a "true stocy": it funetions

in a .. documentary" capaciry listing rituals. celebrations and ethnographie details;

and ir makes a direct connection be~teen the author of the novel and the story

itself. Yet. any reading of this novel must also come to grips with \'ariaus

.. disappearances" of which this story teUs. as weIl as \\'ith the layers of distance,

mediation and translation that separate the ..subjeet" of the story from bath the

Œ Phelan 3.
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author and the readers of this tale. By contraSt. Erdrich's Tracks presents itself

quite clearly as fiction: it dra\\'5 the reader"s attention to its o\\"n use of language,

its highly aestheticised composition and ta the an of story-telling. At the same

time. by linking her role as a story-teller to her identity as a survivor of a

disappearing culture, Erdrich insists that we vie\\' her \\"riting as a means of

bearing \\"imess not ooly to the history of her forebears. but also to the \\"ays in

~"hich such inherirances. latent and living, press upon her in the present. 5he

says. HI think aIl Native Americans living rodar probably look back and think.

·Ho~·. out of the millions and millions of people who \\'ere here in the beginning.

the very fet\· t\'ho survived into the 1920s. and the people \\'ho are alive roday

~'ith sorne sense of their o\\"n tradition. ho\\' did it get to me. and v,,'hy?' . . . and 50

as ~\'e go about telling these stories. we feel compelled. We're. in a ,vay.

sUf'\"i"·ors... i.... Indeed. Erdrich often remarks about the \\"ays in which she has tried.

in her t\'riting, to recreate the family legends toid to her. as a young girl. by her

matemai grandparents on the Turne Mountain reservation. AccordingIy. Tracks

may be described as a type of genealogical t\'herein Erdrich anempts to offel'

testimonies not simply to a Iost and distant pasto but more imponandy to the

sun'i"'aI of that past in our imaginings and accounts of the present.

At the same time. if both Phani\'amma and Tracks may he read as

genealogical inquiries of sons. then the genealogical characteristics of these books

also have ta do \\'ith ho\\'. in constructing narrative situations wherein a young girl

I~ Louise Erdrich. "Where 1 Oughr ta Be: A Wrilet"'S Seme of Place.- !'j"Yi York Times
Book ReyjeYi (28 ju!y, 1985) 23.



•

•

listens to an elder's tales. both of these ~"omen ~Titers create the possibility that

these legacies may be changed or rev."orked. or the possibility that they can in faet

make out of these memories and narrative legacies an altogether different tale.

This disruptive and transformative po~rer of remembrance. or its capacity to

dispute v.·hat may othef\\'ise appear as a rational. coherent historical narrative. is

part of v.:hat Randolph Stam and Natalie Da\'is mean ~"hen they say. "l\'lemory like

the body may speak in a language that reasoned inquiry will not hear."l~' Indira

and Erdrich's novels refleet a similar undersunding of hov." memory and memoir

~'riting may function as a testimony to the silent and the silenced. These books

re\"eal both the commemorative and creati\"e aspects of memory; they centre on

the inseparability of recollection. memoryand imagination - and on the

intem\"ined processes of re-membering. dis-membering. and un-forgening. In this

~·ay. they are able to bear v.'itness to a past that is both !mo"..n and unknown. that

is at once absent and yet peculiarly present to these authors in very deep. bodily.

and even ritualistic ~·ays.

• 4(

Xathalie Dans and Randolph Stam.•Memory and Counter-Memory. - ReprgentatioQS 26
(989): ;.
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CHAPTER4

Intimate Encounters:
Reading and Response-abUity
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AIl of the literary te.xts we have considered so far ouùine the effects of

sex-ual and racial \"iolence on the body V\'hile sirnulraneously reclaiming bodily or

sensa~' experience as a site of kno~\"ledge and of history. Through their fictions.

~1orrisan. ~-lootoo. Roy. Erdrich and Indira are able to create languages and

narntive forros that are remarkable because of the ~"ay in \\'hich they are able to

incorporate sorne of the eXLra-linguistic aspects of experience and identity. namely.

those sensations ~\"hich originate in the various rhythms and reverberations of the

physical body. By evoking in the reader a similar kind of emotional and \"isceral

re3ctÎon. these navels are then capable of communicating those realms of

experience ~\"hich are. by the very structure of their transpiration and

circumstance. silent or -unspeakable. - This process of communicating and

e~nem3.lisingviolence is crucial. 1 have argued. not only because it pro\"ides the

body in pain v.·ith the chance to heal and transform itself. but also because the aet

of ex-remalisatian expresses the human body's extraordinary potential for self

expansion and the transmission of kno\vledge. It is this very potential of the self

for ex-rension" transmission and. ultimately. transfonnation that then opens up the

possibility of forging affeeti\"e linkages between different people and communities,

thereby creating channels for collective action against \"arious fonns of gendered.

racialised. coloniaL sexual. national or cultural \·iolence.

The next stories to he e.~ed aIso ground their narratives in the visceral
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experiences of the body, However. the fictions to be considered in this chapter

go one step further by underscoring a concept of the body wherein it is not simply

a site of kno'wledge. evidence or experience. but also a point of authorit)· and

action. In particular. the fictions chosen for discussion in this chapter indude a set

of shon staries by ~lahas\\'eta Devi - "The Hunt." "Draupadi." UDouloti the

Bountiful" - and Leslie Feinberg's novel, Stone Butcb Blues, While writing and

V\'orking in entirely different cultural contexts and languages, bath Mahasweta and

Feinberg share a commonality in that they are as much 9.'riters or artists as they

are acti\'ists deeply committed ta the politics and collaborative struggles V\'hich we.

as readers. encounter in their fictions. Writing in the Bengali language. Mahasweta

dra~'s inspiration for her stories and novels largely from her grassroots v-rork with

tribal communities. agrarian classes. ~'omen's organisations and the fonnerly

untouchable castes in India. especially those communities living in the rural parts

of the !\orth Eastern states of Bengal and Biliar, In stark contrast ta the Indian

countryside that pen'ades Mahasweta's fictions. the bars and factories of Buffalo!

:"ie\1; York. constirute Leslie Feinberg's imaginative terrain, For Feinberg, a young

"butch- V\'ho came out during the 19;Os. this is a terrain that bears witness to the

\"arious gay. lesbian. uansgendered and \\<'orking-elass stnlggles ta which Feinberg

dedicates her life and work. Thus. for both J\1ahasweta and Feinberg, fietion

~'riting is an e>."tension of their political commitments and activisms. Both write

stories to raise consciousness. to open up their readers' eyes. and ultimately ta

effect change on behalf of communities to which they are bound through ties of

love and passion.



•

•

l~.~

Reading Mahasweta's short stories in relation to Feinberg's novel thus

allows us to come back. open out and also challenge one of the main questions

regarding the relationship bef'veen literature. ethics and actÏ\'ism that has guided

this thesis: \\ïhat is the relation of the fonns and styles of affect. experience and

intimacy to politics - to various modalities of aCting. making and doing in the

~\"orld? In a certain sense. the narratives considered in this chapter differ

markedly. both from each other and from my previous examples. While

Feinberg's no\'el is intended to elicit empathy for the experience of its

transgendered protagonisr. ~Iahas"'eta's stories are meant to alann and challenge

their transcultural readers into contemplating the situation of tribal communities in

India, In fact. one of the mas! striking features of ~fahas"'eta's ,vriring. l ""ould

say. is its incongruity in the critical terrain of English li[era~; studies. For example.

Im:liinan' ~Iaps - the collection of shon stories edited and introduced by the

postcolonial crilie. Gayatri Spi\'ak. mat contains most of the stories 1 discuss in this

chapter - seems to me srrangely "out of place" in the hands of North American

readers. Yet. in a number of other '''ays. this book - perhaps more 50 than other

te~"tS falling under the rubrics of pos[colonialism and to an extent feminism -

schematises almost unambiguously sorne of the - re-mappings" of space and

identity that. by ""ay of these critical discourses. find increasing legitimisation in

~orth American academies.'.lr· Accordingly. the question of ho\'-' to read

:~ Th~ title of the coll~ction. for instance. is dearly meant ta resonate witll certain
- paradigrnatic· pleces of l\Titing/thinking in postcoloni31 studies around questions of - nation.-
-~xile.- -diaspora.- and -home- - induding Salman Rushdie's IrnaKinac" HQmeland4; (London:
Granta. 1991) and Benedict Anderson's ImaKined Commynitics' RdlectigDS Qn rhc QrilÏn and
Spœad of i'iatiQnaÜSm (London: Verso. 1991) - al the same time as il is offered as a ·counler
paradigm- ta such works - an anempt to think about sites of dispiacement from a space .. imide"
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Mahasweta's stories, or the challenge of detennining the sites of witness that these

stories identifv is not an easv one. On the one hand, Imaginary Maps functions in. , .

a certain "documentary" capacity. ostensibly along the lines of "realistic" literafY

genres. On the other hand. the text is careful to remind readers of the way in

~\"hich ~ve are also ahvays moving through an .. imaginary" and heavily mediated

geography.I~- In a sirnilar vein. Feinberg's Stone Butch Blues, at one level. invites

.. autobiographical" readings and responses because of the intensiry of emotions

the novel elicits. At the sarne rime. this texte unlike Feinberg's later non-fictional

~'orks such as Transaender Warriors, or Trans Liberation, 9.-'here the narrating ''l''

is dearly meant to be identified as the author's own speaking voice, Stone Butch

Blues announces itself as a carefully constnleted fiction about invented or

imaginary characters. Consequently. reading Feinberg with and against Mahasweta

allows me to both expand upon and sketch out sorne of the limits to myearlier

discussions of "witnessing," or the ""ays in '9.'hich certain private, interior. or

culrurally remote experiences become perceptible to others. open to intervention

the nation as opposc:d to -outside- it. Set! my pfe\ious Vo'ork on this topie in -The Poetics of
Displacement: Rethinking the Categories of ~ation. Gender and Diaspora- (MA Thesis. McGilI
L"ruversity. 19(5).

l~- Besides the tille. examples of such devices include: 1) Spi\'3k's lengthy introduction and
conclusion. which. together. serve to couch. frame. interpret. limit. pro\ide points of identification
and al once distance the stories for the readers: 2) the faet of translation. as weil as Spivak's
italicisation of -English- words - which draws attention to the hybridity of languages al work in the
original - and even to me way in which the -original- is aiso a translation of sons in mat the
..action- of aIl the stories do not aetually take place in Bengali - the language of the writing - but
in a mixture of Bengali and tribal languages: 3) the discrepancacies berween the writing and the
publication. again since Spi\'3k bas carefully picked and chosen from a vast body of Mahasweta's
work and bas thus broughl together staries that Vo'ere not inilially eonccived of as a collcction. Il is
interc:sting that Spivak describcs herself as a -dv.-arpika" - ütcraUy, a "galekecper." someone who
uutiates. inuoduces. but a1so proteets - Mahaswela to/from the Western world.
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and transformation due to their emergence into shareable, but specifically and

concretely constituted. \\"orlels.

At the beginning of my dissertation. for example. I spoke about ho,,' most

of the writers considered in this srudy deployed the term or idea of "witnessing"

to emphasise the connections between the imaginati\re \\"orlds ponrayed \\"ithin

the pages of their fictions and a certain material. political. historical. social or

interior "reality" extemal to their stories. At the same time. witnessing. in each of

the teXIs \\re have examined thus far: has taken on different meanings. The first

three novels \\'e looked al - Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye, Shani ~Iootoo's

Cereus Blooms at Niaht and Arundhati Ro~rs The God of Small Tbinas - ail focus

on \\'hat ir means to \\'itness al a most basic. immediate, or visceral level - in the

form of \\"alching. obsen;ing, listening or othel"W'ise absorbing, often

unconsciously. the vaMous violences. pains and pleasures of a certain cultural or

familial environment. Ir is no coincidence that aU of these novels centre around

the experience of children. In this ,vay, these fictions are able to convey what it

means to be a \vitness to events that one does not necessarily .. understand." but

kno~vs intimately nonetheless. Hence. these texts make us aware that the site

\\'here this \\'itnessing takes place - a \\'itnessing that occurs in the absence of

language or the resources for its articulation - is the place. the space, of the body.

If these three novels demonstrate the "'ays in which bodies become

speaking witnesses to silenced events, then the fictions that followed helped me to

sho\\' ho~\' such silences are communicated and extemalised through different

forms of bodily transmission. Louise Erdrich~s Tracks and M.K, Indira~s
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Phaniyamma also speak about the body as witness. However, in contrast ta the

previous novels, these {wo texts. because of their emphasis on witnessing as

remembrance. speak not orny of the ways in ~\thich the body. through genealogy,

is the receptor and carrier of the legacies of an un-named or un-claimed past, but

also of the v;ays in "'hich the body is able to actively recall the past into the

present. in pan ta honour it and in part to change il. Tl'3cks and Phanivamma

thereby a11o\\' us ta think about the \\'ays in which others sometimes lodge

themselves inside of us and speak their silences through us. even across historical

or generational gaps. As such. both novels are involved in a process of

"translation" and "transliteration" that then becomes a basis for collective

identifications and memories.

In tum. my discussion of Mahas"'eta's and Feinberg's fictions intends to

chan a trajectory that moves us from a consideration of witnessing at a somatie

le\'el. through to "'itnessing as remembering, and fmally to witnessing as doing or

acting in the \\'orld. The devastating ~,,"ays in whieh political oppression serves ta

circumvent precisely such action has been discussed at length by feminist and

postcolonial theorists alike. Speaking of colonial and racial violence. for example.

Frantz Fanon \\'rites of the "'ays in "'hich violence functions ta regulate and

constricr people's thoughts and behavioural panems. rendering them inert:

A motionJess. Manicheistic world. a world of statues: the statue of
the general who canied out the conquest. the statue of the
engineer ,,-ho buUt the bridge; a world which is sure of itself,
which crushes \'tith its stones the backs flayed by whips: this is
the colonial world. The native is a being hemmed in. . . . The
first thing which the native leams is ta stay in bis place, and not
to go beyond certain limits, This is why the dreams of the native
are always of muscular prowess; his dreams are of action and
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aggression. 1 dream 1am jumping. swimming, running, climbing.
1 dream that 1 span a river in one suide. or that 1 am foUowed by
a flood of motorcars which never catch up with me. During the
period of colonization. the native never stops achieving his
freedom from nine in the evening until six in the moming. I

.II'

Many of the protagonists of the fictions under consideration in this chapter are

constrained by the political orders in ~lhich they live just as Fanon's native is

paralysed by the colonial system that surrounds him. Characters such as Douloti.

Dopdi and Mary in Mahasweta's stories or Jess in Feinberg's novel regularly

experience violence at the hands of people ~..ho anempt to rob them of their

capacity to think. speak. move and act. Yet. these characters also refuse ta

comply \\'ith the kinds of political. sexual or gender boundaries that others try to

make fL'Ced facts. These texts can therefore be seen as operating not ooly as

certain "dreams of action." but also as modalities that take the reader on a joumey

that begins a process of paliticising the body as a site of activism. However,

against contemporary notions of politics that see politicisation simply as a coming-

to-consciousness that involves abstracting oneself from certain immediacies of

affect and imagination. what is important about tbis particular process of

politicisation. or .. activation." is that it does not entai! an estrangement from the

entanglements, enigmas or mystifications of interiority. Rather. this chapter holds

that political action. organising and even freedom begins. first. with its interior

dream. Accordingly. the literary examples included here argue. in their different

",-ays. for the necessity of dreams. phantasy. desire. hope. passion. affect and

I!AI Frantz Fanon. The U7rs:rched of the EaI1b. trans. Constance Farrington (Nev.· York: Greve
Weidenfeld P. 1963) ;2.
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intimacy to politics and activism. The fictions that follow ask the question of what

it might mean to use interiorally located experiences as gateways for an

empirically-grounded polïtics: a poUtics \vhich strives to intervene. raise

consciousness and effeet change not in abstract '\\'ays, but in the material.

evel1'day. experiential realties of specifie individuals and communities.

Yet. at the same lime, Mahasvleta and Feinberg's fictions also mark the

Iimit5 of a particular argument ..1:~j ';:-;ability of fiction to engage people collectively

through recourse [0 a shared and shareable language. In fact, where my previous

chapters argued for a \'ie~\" of culture and of bodies as open and penneable. as

f\

sites of transference and transmission. as necessary preconditions to the imagining Ci

an affectively-based politics. this chapter argues that it is equally important to think

about the \\'ays in '\\'hich the very transactions of affect depend on the existence of

certain limit5 and bounds. Indeed. any action. political or eÙlical, cannot take

place \vithout taking into consideration the dimensions of interiority. affect and

experience. since these are the bases from which we a11 think and act. In pan.

doing things \vith others entails being able to see ourselves in others. and others

in ourselves. At the same time. pan of the pleasure and ethical force of relating

affectively with others derives from the presence of boundaries. on the ability to

make distinctions bet\veen oneself and others. and on the ability to see and

experience things as singular and even unshareable. It is this double a",.areness

that the narratives in this chapter hold: both Mahasweta and feinberg's fictions

insist on the necessity of rendering experience as simultaneously shareable and

specifie. Mahasweta's Imaainarv Maps opens in faa with the naming of places-
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names that rernain singular and untranslatable, impossible to rdl with a meaning

that reaches beyond the places themselves. Both Mahasweta's and Feinberg's teXlS

thus ask their readers to look through the eyes of another, to see the world from

another point of viev.'", at the same time that they refuse ta translate this experience

for another. This refusaI to translate, moreover. is not a sirnply a deconstructive or

M critical" maye on the part of these fictions. nor is it simply an argument

reinforcing a notion of .. cultural insiderism," which states that one can knOv.'

-nothing" of things that may be experientially, culturaJly. historically or socially

.. removed" from oneself. The refusais and silences of these texts are rather the

places \\'here these stories hoId meaning - their sites of affect and of \vitness. To

read these and other \\-'orks from this place of witness. from their sites of silence,

makes clearer the \\'ay in \\'hich the acts of reading and \\'riùng are themselves

practices of bearing \vitness to a place that is at once mutually shareable and yer.

at the same time. like aIl intimate encounters. private and singular.

Part of the immense sv.·ay of the fictions 1 \vill he discussing in this chapter

has to do \\'ith the \\rays in \\'hich these stories and the authors who write them

continuaHy push their readers' minds and bodies from the pages of the text to the

material of lived hisrory that lies extemal to these fictions. thereby alening the

reader to the limits or boundaries that mark these texts. This is cerrainly the case

""ith Mahasweta's stories - stories \'\'hich are impossible to encounter without

encountering, also, the assortrnent of passions and convictions that fuel this

author's life. Born in Dhaka. the capital of \\-'hat is no".. known as Bangladesh.

Mahasweta gre~' up amidst a family of joumalists, artists. intellectuals and activists
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at a time "'hen the nationalist movement in India was in full force. After

Mahas""eta's family moved to West Bengal. she began her studies at Visva Bharati.

the experimental school and university founded by the poet Rabindrinath Tagore.

But ,,'hen the famine of 1943 called for student involvement. Mahas"'eta, just out

of school. \"olunteered; since then, she has led a long and impassioned life

\\"orking "'ith several grass-roots organisations fighting for the rights of tribals,

bonded labourers, the agrarian classes and ""omen. ln addition. ~1ahas""eta has

also taught in underprivileged areas and worked as a reponer. No"" besides

~'..riting fiction. she edits a paper for \vhich tribals. villagers and facto~' "'orkers

~·rite. As Gayatri Spivak has noted in her book. In Other Worlds, even the style of

~'riting that ~·Iahas"'·eta employs reproduces the kinds of daily insurgencies mat

'\Iahas"'eta stages in her life. Using a prose \vhere litera!'}' Bengali. different fonns

of colloquial Bengali. English. Hindi and tribal languages aU interseet one another.

~(ahas\veta shows us ho,,' fiction can be a veritable battle-ground. pr()'\!oking bath

paralysis and action. l~

The first of ~Iahas"'eta's fictions 1 will discuss here is called "The Hunt." It

is the fU"St of three stories to appear in Imaginao' Maps. .. The Hunt'· tells the tale

of ~Iary Oraon. the daughter of a tribal woman who has been raped by a ,,"hite

coloniser. In many \\:ays. ~Iary's story is figured. through a logic of exemplarity,

as a parable for her village's history - and even for the history and experience of

the entire lndian subcontinent. The narrator writes: .. Once upon a time whites

had timberplantations in Kuruda. They left gradually after Independence. Mary's

ljOi Gayalri Spi\-ak. In Other World~· EssaVS in Culrural Polilies (New York: Roudedge, 1987).
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mother looked after the Dixon's bungalo9: and household. Dixon came back in

1959 and sold the house. the forest, everything else. He put Mary in Bhiknïs

~'omb before he left." 1. In this parable. colonialism is represented as the

metaphoric rape of bath the land and its people, Mary - half-\vhite. half-tribal and

the \'ery embodiment of this imperialistic rape - symbolises the legacies of this

violence. In tum. her story of revenge offers a glimpse into the eruptions of

caunter-violences that such a rape enacts.

Indeed, "The Hunt" is a story per\'aded by images of rape. \varfare.

violence and violation. It tells the tale of ho'" Mary's life is brought [0 a point of

crisis ~'ith the arrivai of Tehsildar Singh. a member of the local bourgeoisie who

has come to exploit the tribal communities and t.he forests in \vhich they live so as

ta rnake a profit. Tehsildar Singh is depicted throughout this text as a rapist not

only for the \\'ay in \\'hich he ravages the lands. which he considers "virgin area"

C-). but also for the \\'ay in ~'hich he "hunts" and attempts to seduce Mary. At the

same rime..Mary is not any simple victim. She is both the hunted and the

huntress. ln facto throughout. she is described as a persan "'ho inspires fear; she

has a .. hard perfect frame" and a .. razor sharp" mind. She is also continually

associated \\'ith her machete. ~'hich is .. hers by right." not so much an extemal

tool as an integral part of her o\vn body. But the Most ob\'ious example of Mary

I.J ~tahaswetaOe\i. "The Hunt.- lmagi03O' Maps, trans. Gayatri Spi\'ak (Se9-' York:
Routledge. 1995) 2. ,"U funher references [0 dUs [ex{ Vw'ill appear in parentheses. l'Ole tha[ the
iuliclSed \,..ords in this and other passages refer [0 words that are wrinen in English in the original;
mus. the italidS3tion of these words are meant to make them re-appear to the Anglophone reader
as -foreign words" - ~rords lIIo'hich do not have any type of correspondence in Bengali and thus
have been -adopted" in their English form br the native language. Of course. woreis of this soit. as
is evident from the passages. are usuaUy those ",'oreis that have to do with the colonial govemment,
a~U3tionor~ÙNtio~.
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as a huntress occurs al the end of the story ~"hen she violently yet calculatedly

murders Tehsildar Singh. One of the most striking features of this murder has to

do \vith the strong sexual imagel1~ that ~lahasweta uses in narrating mis event:

.. Mary caresses Tehsildar's face, gives him love bites on the lips. There's a frre in

Tehsildar"s eyes. his mouth is open. his lips wet "'ith spinle. his teeth glistening.

~1ary is \\·atching. ,,·atching. the face changes and changes into? No"'? Yeso

becomes an animal. . . . ~lary laughed and held him. laid him on the ground.

Tehsildar is laughing. ~lary lifts the machete. lowers it. lifts. lo"'"ers" (10). After

her conquesl. ~lary is also fùled "'ith a cenain sexual mirst. In this ""ar.

~lahas~veta reminds us of the intricate networks of desire and violence that

moti\'3te ~'Ial"'/s actions.

However. by 'writing this event as a product of Mary's desires. Mahasweta

sho\vs us that ~Iary's programme of revenge is as much a singular aet as one that

is representative of any kind of collective tribal counter-consciousness. In faet, on

the one hand. this story depicts Mary as a symbol for the community and country

at large. On the other hand. Mahas""eta also stresses the ways in which Marv is
~ ..

unique. belonging to no one community. The narrator describes her as "eighteen

years. talle flat-featured [""ith] light coppel" skin ... You wouldn't caU her a tribal at

first sight. Yet she is tribal." ~1ary's figuration in this ten as an aporia is

ackno"'ledged by ~lal1~ herself. At one point in the stor)', as she is joking with a

young tribal man. she refers to her unusual predicarnent by claiming: "Big white

chief! Puts a child in a woman's beUy and runs like a rat. My mother is bad news.

When you see a white daughter, you kill it righr away. Then there are no



•

•

185

problems!" (;). Then. \\"hen the young man asks her what would have happened

if she "'.~~ ~rd~ been killed. Mary replies simply and starkly...1 wouldn1

( have

been.·· ln claiming such an abject starus. Mary emphasises her ov;n singularity.

For mis reason. Spivak caUs Mary "an individual who is and is not.·· one who

- completely undoes the binary opposition bem'een the pure East and the

contaminated West. - 14: Because Mary is the illegitimate daughter of a ","hite father.

the narrator says that .. the Oraons don't think of her as their blood and do not

place the harsh injunctions of their society upon her" (6). At the same time. she is

cast out of lndian tribal society as ",-eH as white imperial culture. Indeed. Mary

belongs ta many different social categories and yel ta none at ail.

The paradoxes and discontinuities inherent in Mary1s characterisation

became even more significant in MahasV\:eta's staging of the murder of Tehsildar

5ingh. ln this part of the narrative. it is important ta note that it is the festival of

the Oraons ""hich helps ~1ary to transfann herself from her raie as a victim ta her

raIe as hunter. ~1ahasweta explains the significance of this tribal ritual ta us in the

Preface of Imaiinal"\" Maps; "The tribals have this animal hunting festival in Bihar.

lt used to he the Festival of Justice. After the hune. the eiders would bring

offenders ta justice. They \\'ould not go to the police. In the Santali language it

~vas the La\\"-bir. La",' is the Lav;. and bic is the forest." 1-1: ln this context. Mary's

actions can be seen as a means of politicising tribal rituals such that she assumes a

certain representative starus through her appropriation of this festival. Or, the

Hl Gayatri Spivak. Inter.;~·. Women ilnd perio[Q)jlnce· :\ Journal of feminio;;x Tboygbr 5:1
(1990): 80-92.
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festival can he seen to effeet Mary's politicisation by giving her membership in a

communal activity. At any rate. by arranging [0 meet with Tehsildar 5ingh on the

day of the hunt. Mary stages her personal conflict \vith Tehsildar as part of the

larger srruggle regarding the erosion of the forest and the e.xploitation of the tribals

by the native elite. Yet. at the same time. Mary's aetual murder of Tehsildar

remains a singular and isolated act due (0 the nature of its execution and therefore

cannot in any \\'ay be seen as a programmatic plan against either colonial or

se),."\lal violence. revealing that the political may not always be able to function in

any fully representative manner.

As in "The Hunt." ~lahas\\'eta's short story "Draupadï' also explores the

complex interactions between violence. agency and action. Set in the India of the

early 19ïOs. .. Draupadi" relays the tale of Dopdi ~Iehjen. a Santal tribal v.oman

~\'ho is the vicrim of violence. Having murdered an Indian landowner. Dopdi is

arrested and taken to a milita~' camp ""here she is subjected to brutal

interrogation. physical assault and multiple rapes. l
,

j
.. Draupadi" maps a particular

trajectory of torture. focusing on one woman's response to racial. colonial and

sexual violence. At the same time. this text demonstrates ho\\" a politics of counter-

1._ Mahasweta De\i. 1maiioao,. Mjlp~ xviii.

1.· Dopdi murders mis man as a result of her in\'o!\rement in the Naxalite movement, a
series of agranan uprisings mat shCXJk India beginning roughly in 1967 and ending in 1971. In
these mo\'emenlS. " ..hich origïnatcd in Naxalbari. a village in !"orth India. but then became
decenualised. tribals and the landless peasanuy joined forces with cenain (usually Marxist> factions
of the inleUeetual community in orcier lo launch anned re.sistances agaimt the land-owning classes.
as weB as against the governmenl. In part. the Indian Emergency of the 19705. where the central
govemment headed by Indira Gandhi suspended a11 dvil libenies. were a respome to these
movements and rebellions. See Sumanra Banetiee. ("dia', Simmering Rcyolutioo- The NapHre
Cprisiog (London: Zed. 1984).
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violence could serve to disrupt and "talk back" to both imperial and pamarchal

systems.

Unlike Mary Oraon ~'ha Falls in bern'een different cultures or commuruties.

Dopdi gains her agency ta act predominately thraugh her identification as a Santal

tribal. Throughaut the text. her response to the political authorities is tied to the

srruggle of a particular community against oppression. As Partha Chaneriee

remarks. this principle of community is in fact paramount to aets of resistance

launched by a peasant or tribal consciousness. In bourgeois liberal politics.

Chaneriee explains. solidarity 1S built through a contractual or aggregative process

~'hereby individuals come together into an alliance on the basis of common

interests and shared preferences. By contrast. collective action originating ~\'ithin a

tribal consciousness does not emanate from a contract among separate and distinct

indh'iduals: rather. according to Chanerjee. members of a tribal community are

enloined to act as a part of a community bound together by necessity, by mutual

bonds of kinship and solidarity that already exist. i.... The implication of this is that

ethical action undertaken by a tribal consciousness cannot simply be understood

as operating according to a logic of bourgeois rationality. but rather to a logic of

community. At the same time. this notion of communirr cannot he assigned a

single detenninate \'alue based on social categories such as race, caste. gender or

religion. since the boundaries of solidarity can shift according to changing contexts

of struggle. based as they are on an ethics of survival.

1+0 Partha Chattenee. lbe "arj0D and it.~ ftigment.~· Colonial and Postcolonial Histories
(Princeton: Princeton L"P. 1993) 163-67.
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In the shon story. Dopdi is sustained by a similar sense of community, Hel'

resolute faith in a larger tribal collecrivity is perhaps best expressed by the proverb

she keeps reciting to herself as she is being follo~,red by the military officiaIs:

- Cro\\' \\·ould eat cro\\r's flesh before Santal \vould betray Santal. n,._ Yet. Dopdi

aiso politicises this sense of tribal identity through her involvement in the Na..xa1ite

mo\'ement. For this reason. \\'hen she is caught. she recalls the phrase...~o

comrade ",'ill let the others be destroyed for her O\\'n sake" (194), Follo""ing this.

Dopdi betrays herself ta the soldiers so that she ",'ill be able to \\!am the other

members of her community ""ho ha\'e gone into hjding. 5he remarks. "Just as you

kno'w ",'hen YOll 've won. you must also ackno""ledge defeat and stan the activities

of the ne~L stage, N'a",' Dopdi spreads her anns. taises her face to the sky. rums

to~'ard the forest and ululates ~'ith the force of her entire being, , , , The echo of

the calI travels far" (19;). It is important that in mis scene Dopdi imagines her

o~'n body as one pulse in a larger movement. The reader is reminded that Dopdïs

beha\'iour is the result of a collective consciousness and loyal~r. one that

negotiates bem'een tribal and polïtical allegiances.

Dopdi's uitimate rejection of sexual and political moral norms occurs.

ho\\'ever. at the end of the story. since it is at this point that she becomes

cognisant of the conjunctions between political oppression and gender oppression,

After being arrested by the police. she is brought to the military camp Vw'here she is

pinned dOVw'n to the ground and subjeeted to brutal physical assaults and multiple

1'- Mahasweta Devi. -Draupadi," trans. Gayatri Spivak in ln Orber Worldc;- ESsay:; in
Culnu'i\ Politics. by Gayatri Spi\'ak CSev.· York: Routledge. 198ï) 192. All fwthcr references (0 this
text 'Ç\.'ill appear in paremheses.
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rapes. Senanayak. the chief police officer. orders his soldiers to "make her."

\'ie\\'ing Dopdi as an object devoid of any agency of her o\\'n. She is reduced to

the condition of a lifeless. inert being such that the narrator describes Dopdi as a

- compelled spread-eagled still body" over \\'hich .. active pistons of flesh rise and

fall" (195). Finally. after losing a11 consciousness. she is brought to a tent. thro,,'n

do",'n on the floor and left there \vith a piece of cloth covering her body. It is at

this point that a shift occurs in the stary. Dopdi awakens just as a group of

soldiers cornes in and orders her to go to Senanayak's tent. Standing up. Dopdi

ferociously tears the piece of cloth ",'ith her teeth. She then confronts Senanayak.

Vl.'ho is \'iolently unsettled to see this naked. yet fearless, woman advancing to~vard

him:

The commotion is as if the alarm had sounded in a prison.
Senanayak \valks out surprised and sees Draupadi. naked.
""alking to\vard him in the bright sunlight with her head high.
The nervous guards trail behind. What is this? He is about to cry
but stops. Draupadi stands before him. naked, Thigh and pubic
hair maned "'ith dry blood. Two breasts. t'Wo wounds. What is
mis? He is about to bark. Draupadi cornes doser. Stands with
her hand on her hip. laughs and says. The object of your search.
Dopdi Mehjen. You asked them to make me up. don't you want
to see how they made me? ... Draupadi pushes Senanayak with
her [WO mangled breasts. and for the flfSt time Senanayak is afraid
to stand before an unarmed target. tenibly afraid. (1%)

In this scene, the reader "'itnesses the transformation of Dopdi's body, She now

employs her body as an instrument of retaliation. and this time, it is she. naked,

,,'ho takes a~vay Senanayak's power to think, speak or act. Standing in front of

Senanayak at once as the subject of speech and the .. object of [rus] search," Dopdi,

in an ironic t~..ist. launches her own physical resistance by reconstructing her body

in .. militaristic" ,,"ays. According!y, this fonnulation may he seen to substantiate
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Sharon Marcus's arguments about rape. Marcus argues that rape and male

\'iolence, ~;hen understood as social scripts that shape bath the verbal and

physical interactions of "'omen and the "'orlds in which they live. may be

countered by .. imagining the female body as subject to change. as a potential

abject of fear and \"ialence... l-I~ Hence. in this last episode. Dopdi uses her

physical body to force the anny official to experience her realïry not ooly in a very

visceral ~·ay. but also in a "'ay that evokes fear as opposed to sympathy and

protection.

For this reason. in this scene she is able to reverse many nonnative.

i~stirurionalised conceptions of the female body in lndian society and history. For

example. Dopdïs actions run counter to her mythological namesake. Draupadi of

. The ~lahabharata. "'ho is a model of feminine loyal~r and modes~·.W ln the

Indian epic. Draupadi is the object of a violent transaction and the cause of a

crucial banle ben\'een tv.·o clans. the Pandav3s and Kauravas. The eldest of the

Panda\·as. Yudhisthir. stakes his "'ife Draupadi along ,vith ail of his other material

possessions in a game of dice "'ith his enemy. Duryodhana. But ,,'hen Yudhisthir

loses. Draupadi refuses to comply. claiming that she is manied not simply to

:... Sharon ~tarcus. -Fighting Bodies. Fightmg '«"oreis: A Theo~.. and Politics of Rare
Pr~\'t=ntian. - FenuniSL' Theo"?, the Poljugl. eds. Judith Butler and Jaan Scott (~~. York:
Routledge. 19(2) ..00.

U- [[ is alsa interesting ta note. hawever. as Mahasweta does in can\'ersatian \\'ith Spivak.
that l[ 15 very possible the -aetuar figure upon \\'hich the mythologicl1 character of Draupadi is
based may. herself. have been 3 tribal. Firstly. she i.s de.scribed throughout Tbe Mahabbarata as
black: secondly. in the state of Himachal Pradesh there exists a -Draupadi- clan in which women
practice a farm of poiyandry similar ta that of the epic heroine. Spivak men goes on (a note that in
tltis story it couJd either he chat Dopdi. the tribal. cannot pronounce her own Samkrit name. or mat
-Dopdï- is in faa the proper tribali.sed fonn of the andent -Draupadi. - See lmagioao' Maps Ut.
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Yudhisthir. but to aIl five of the Pandava brothers. At this point. Duryodhana

attempts to violate Draupadi sa as to disgrace his opponent. Draupadi then prays

ta the god. Krishna. ta save her honour \\'hile she is being stripped in public.

Upon hearing her prayers. the bene\'olent Krishna intervenes and converts

Draupadïs sari into unending yards of cloth 50 that Duryodhana is unsuccessful in

disrobing her. Gayatri Spivak explains...Mahasweta's story re\vrites this episode.

The men easily succeed in stripping Dopdi - in the narrative it is the culmination

of her political punishment by the representatives of the la\\". She remains

publicly naked at her O\\'n insistence. Rather than save her modes~; through the

intervention of a benign or divine cornrade. the story insists that mis is the place

~\"here male leadership stops... 141i Even more man refusing male leadership.

hOv\'"ever. Dopdi is successful in rejeeting prevailing sociaL moraL imperial and

gender codes by \\'alking tov.ard Senanayak naked. She challenges. for instance.

the traditional equation of shame \vith the body of a raped \\'oman. Instead.

Dopdi transfers me feeling of shame onto the rapist: "You can strip me. but ho"..

can you clome me again? Are you a man? She looks around and chooses the

front of Senanayak's "'hite bush shirt to spit a bloody gob at and says. There isn't

a man here that 1 should be ashamed" (196). In this way. Dopdi upsets

conventional Indian middle-class notions of shame. guilt. morality and sexuality,

realigning the female tribal body with capacities for survival and the ability to fight

back.

More imponantly. Dopdi's refiguring of her subjectivity invoives a direct

1. Ga~'atri Spi~'ak. In omer Worldc; 183.
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politicisation of her body. 5ignificantly. her last words to Senanayak are politically

provocative: MI 'will not let you put my cloth on me." she says. "What more can

you do? Come on. counter me. come on. counter me?" (196). As Spivak explains.

the \,"ord -counter" is used here as a compendium for the phrase .. killed by police

in an encaunrer." a code description for death by police torture. I
.... On the one

hand. then. Dopdi is challenging her opponent Senanayak to kill her. to negate

and obliterate her subjectivity altogether. Ho\vever. her ~"ords and her anendant

motions have exactly the reverse effect on the army official. paralysing him 50 that

rhis time it is he ~'ho is entirely unable move. think or take any kind of action. In

asking Senanayak ta negate her \\'hile standing naked and fearless in front af him.

Dopdi thus forces him to see her as a subject. In effect. she demands that he not

only counter her. but also that he encounter her. And as Kavita Panjabi notes. in

this last scene Dopdi deploys her body precisely to 04 force home the realness of

her o\\'n counter-ideology." :~. As a result. she is able to penetrate and enter into

him. intlltrating him v;ith a sense of panic through her o\\'n act of counter-

violence.

By \\'ay of this story. J\lahas\\'eta is able to indicate the salience of the

physical body in processes of ethical and political rransfonnation. And in this

sense. the narrative trajecrary mapped out by her text is able [0 anest to the faet

that programmes of social action cohere to alogie that is vested not only in

le..:

Ka\;ta Panjabi. Thjrd Wodd femi01SI Sundpojoto; OP Politiça' SINiale~ UtS:T3Q'

:"aqau"'," of rhe '.;a.ylits: MQ",t:ment 10 India and the 'PjOj' Wat' in AJ:wmtina (PhD dissertation,
Comell Cniversity. 1992) 160.
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conceptual categories. but also in corporeal reticulations. Accordingly,

Mahasweta's stories remind us once again of the centrality of physical refonn in

almost aIl ethical. political. historical and subjective arbitrations. as explained by

Jean and John Comaroff. In chapter three, for example, we sa": ho"'· activities

v;hich involve a simultaneous 'dismembering' and 're-membering' of the body

often function as "prerequisites for retraining the memory. either to deschool the

de\'iant or to shape ne"; subjecrs as the bearers of ne"'· ",·orlds." m ln ocher words.

social groups ",·ho seek change place considerable weight on the redefinition of

bodily habits and images precisely because any systematic shift in the positioning

of the physical body serves ta index a synchronous realignment in social location.

Sîmilarly, in the short story... Dopdi." the conscious process of bodily

transformation that the protagonist undergoes at the end of the tale should be

understood as a particular effort to re"'ork the very material grounding of a local

realî~· that is both physical and psychological. at once personal and social.

If both "Draupadi" and "The Hunt" pornay ,,·hat happens when women

assume positions of action and aggression. Mahasweta's "Oouloti the Bountiful"

maps a very different trajectory. This story relays the life of Douloti. the daughter

of a tribal bonded labourer. ,,·ho is taken away from her home and then sold into

prostitution in order to repay her family's loans. In this story. ~Iahas""eta posits

the body of the subaltem woman as a site upon ",·hich the intersecting forces of

patriarchy. capitalism and nationalism a11 ~vork out their particular violences. By

l~; John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff. Etbnoifiphy and the HiSJQàcal ImaKina(iOO

(Boulder: Wesniev.". 1992) 70.
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the end of the narrative. Douloti is depicted as crippled and disfigured after being

raped and abused for years as a prostitute. Her body is described, graphically and

groresquely. br the narraror as being -hollo\\" \vith tuberculosis. the sores of

venereal disease aIl over her frame, oozing evil-smelling pus"" IS: Indeed. it is by

e\"oking in the reader the mixed feelings of repulsion. on the one hand. and

sympathy. on the other. for \\'hat has been done to Douloti that ~-lahas\\"eta makes

her argument.

The irony through \\'hich this story \\'orks has in faet been commented

upon at length by Spivak in her analysis of this teX!. In particular. Sph'ak

characterises Doulotïs subjectivity as a site of discontinuity by pointing out ho'"

she does not fully belong [0 any community. Having been tom a"'ay from her

home at a very young age and sold into prostitution. Douloti is sho\\'n to have

been disengaged from the possibiliry of any collective sociality, Spivak notes,

Doulotïs psyche undergoes a particular dissociation since "her ego splits at her

first rape and stays split until nearly the end'" In this ~\"ay. Douloti represents a

··real aporia- because she is neither "an intending subject of resistance" nor an

.. intending subject of victimisation, .. I~:' Sold into prostitution. she is kept in a

cubicle bv herself such that she is unable to fonn common cause ,,'ith anv one. At, .

the end of the narrative. Mahasweta sho'ws Douloti. after years of abuse. leaving

I~~ Mahasweta De\i. ~DouJoti." IID3gintlO" MaV'" 91. AlI huilier references (0 this tex{ will
app~ar in parentheses.

:.. Gayatri Spi\'ak. -Woman in Difference: Mahasweta Devïs 'DouJoti the BountifuJ"."
"iltiQOillism.~ and Sexua1ities. eds. Andrev-- Parker. Mary Russo. Doris Sommer and Patricia Yaeger
(~~W York: Routledge. 1992) Ill.
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the house of prostitution in arder to joumey back to the village of her youth.

ostensibly to find freedom and release. Spivak is incisive in pointing out ho,,", in

the original Bengali text. the recurrent images of home and family found in this

last section of the story are accompanied by Mahasweta's conscious and

idiosyncratic use of a language mat faIls within a particular sentimental tradition of

Bengali literature. Ho"'ever. in the end. Doulotïs joumey is rudely broken. and

she eventually dies in the middle of a schoolyard late at night.

The final irony of the story thus takes place ~then the school teacher and

his students. a11 young villagers living in a remote rural area. discover Douloti lying

on their schoolyard the ne:\.~ morning. To make matters "'"orse. her body has

bllen on and tamished the effects of a map of India that Mohan. the well·meaning

scheel teacher, has painted on the grass in order to teach the children about the

upcoming Independence Day:

Filling the entire peninsula from the oceans to the Himalayas.
here lies bonded labor spread·eagled. kamyia·whore Douloti
~agesia's tormented corpse. putrefied with venereal disease.
having vomited up a11 the blood in its desiccated lungs. Today,
on the fifteenth of August. Douloti has left no room at a11 in the
India of people like l\-Iohan for planting the standard of the
Independence fiag. ~ihat ,,'ill Mohan do now? Douloti is aU over
India. (93)

In the Bengali language. the ""ord dou/ot. from \\~hich Doulotïs name is derived,

means "wealth. on the one hand. or that which îs precious. but it can also mean

"excess." "extravagance" or ··,,·aste." Doulotïs name in this passage therefore

plays "'ith bath of these meanings. thereby reminding us of those bodies upon

,,"hich the wealth of the modem nation is built and yet which must always remain

in excess or outside of its borders. figured as waste. But perhaps what is most
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interesting about this passage is the way in which the reader here is allied with

Mohan, the school teacher. who is sympathetic to, but at once complicit, in

Doulotïs oppression. The final question on which the story ends - the question

of \vhat ~Iohan ~'ill do - emphasises the urgency for action and its impossibiliry,

by making the reader mindful not just of Mohan's paralysis. but also that of our

o\vn in response to this horrific ending. What is a school teacher to do \\'hen

confronted ,,'ith such a corpse? Indeed, "..hat are ~\"e, as readers, doing? The

questions. challenges and affronts staged by this text funetion (0 reveal the

immense disjunction between good intentions and actions: berween the

sentimentality mat codes Douloti's understanding of home and the harsh realities

that frame it; benveen the ~'orld of Douloti and .. our" o~'n, At the same time. by

forcing her readers to tum their attention a"'a~' from the text and toward their own

\'isceral selves, to their actions and bodies outside of the story. Mahasweta also

makes us a\\'are mat ~'hat is required of real political engagement is not simply

the kind of sympathy or even kno,,'ledge that ultimately works. in a rather

condescending manner. to distance oneself from the stnlggles in whose name

politics occurs. but rather something deeper. the discovery of which begins in our

at\'areness of the discomforting experience of our immobiliry in relation to the

complex feelings of disgust. anger. horror and compassion that the story .. Douloti"

evokes.

'let. as Mahas\\reta notes in conversation with Spivak. this crisis should not

be seen as a sign of paralysis. but rather as the point of a creative junetion and as

a cali to action. At the same time, by "action," Mahasweta is not necessarily
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development \\·ork. Rather, she says that the first step toward action is the

building of -trust" or of .. points of contact. ,. In a world \\~here a hierarchical

system of knowledge-produaion often leaves immeasurable gaps and sites of

ignorance and apathy benveen different cultures or people. collective action

begins \\'ith "leaming to love" (xxii). In her Preface to Mahas\\'eta's stories. Spivak

too echoes this idea: that the seeds of aetivism are contained in a cenain

commitrnent and anentiveness that is akin [0 establishing ethical responsibiliry

~...ith another human:

l'a amount of raised consciousness in field-\\'ork can ever
approach the painstaking labor [0 establish ethical singulariry \vith
the subaltem. .. Ethical singularity" is neither .. mass contact" nor
engagement \\'ith the .. common sense of the people." We ail
knO\\' that when \ve engage profoundly \1;ith one person, the
response cornes from both sides: this is responsibility and
accountability. W'e also know that in such engagements we want
to reveal and reveal. conceal nothing. Yet on both sides there is
al\\'ays a sense that something has not got across, This we cali
the ..secret.!' not something that one \\'ants [0 conceal. but
something that one \\'ants to reveal. In this sense the effon of
.. ethical singularity" may he called a .. secret encounter." Please
note that 1 am not speaking of meeting in secret. In this secret
singularity. the object of ethical action is not an object of
benevolence. for here responses flo9.· from both sides. It is not
identical with the frank and open exchange between radicals and
the oppressed in tirnes of crisis. or the intimacy that
anthropologists often daim with their informant groups, although
the imponance of at least the former should not be minimized.
This encounter can only happen when the respondents inhabit
something like nonnality. Most political movements fail in the
long run because of the absence of this engagement. ln facto it is
impossible for aIl leaders Csubaltem or atherwise) ta engage every
subaltem this ~tay. especiallyacross the gender divide. This is
\\'hy ethics is the experience of the impossible. Please note mat 1
am not saying that ethics are impossible, but rather mat ethics is
the experience of the impossible. This understanding only
sharpens the sense of the crudaJ and cantinuing need far
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collective political struggle. For a collective stnlggle
suppleTllented by the impossibility of full ethical engagement - not
in the rationalist sense of ..doing the right thing." but in this more
familiar sense of the impossibiHty of "love" in the one-on-one
""ay for each human being - the future is al""ays around the
corner. there is no victo!)', but only victories that are also
\\·amings. (xxv)

ln this passage. Spi\'ak makes sorne salient points about the conditions in ""hich

ethics. politics and activism work .. best." First. she outlines several things ""hich

ethics is not. It is not simply "consciousness raising" or .. mass contact" or

"engagement \\'ith the common sense of the people" or a transaction of

.. bene\'olence" or even just "doing the right thing. ,. Rather. real ethical

engagement, she argues. is leamed via the ",'ays we enter into relation with other

human beings. often in a one-ta-one basis. As such. it is not a "radical" activity; it

takes place in situations of "nonnaliry." For this reason. Spivak sees ethical action

as a sort of intimate encounter. ""hat she calls a "secret encounter" propelled by

an .. experience of the impossible." as in the .. impossibility of love." But here 1

must take slight issue with the ""ay in which Spi\'ak weighs this argument. If

ethical or even political engagement can indeed be imagined along the lines of an

intimate encounter. then ethics is not merely built on an "experience of the

impossible." but also on an experience and understanding of possibilities and

potentialities generated through \'arious forms of contact and desire. Moreover, in

contrast to Spi\'ak!s formulations. 1 \\:ould argue that the ethics around such

moments of contact - such '"intimate encounters" - cannat simply he categorised

as a critical a\\,'areness of the .. impossibilicy" of any kind of positivism; rather, the

ethical potential of such encounters resides in. and is immanent in, the various
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patterns or modalities of engagement and relation, themselves; thus, such an ethics

needs to be addressed in tenns of its style and phenomenology as well.'<04

Ir is precisely such a phenomenology of contact. that Leslie Feinberg's

Stone Butch Blues helps to chan out - and it is to this novel that 1 will nov.' tum.

A story of the pains. po~\"ers and possibilities inherenr in various kinds of affective

or intimate encounters. Stone Butch Blues helps us to chink explicitly about the

relationship bet~\'een reading, ~:riting and embodiment. Perhaps one of the ways

in ~\"hich the novel is able ta move us into mis phenomenological. embodied

realm is by figuring itself as a love-letter. 5peaking through a language of desire

and yearning. the novel moves us into a very intimate space. not just in terms of

1.... For example. Spivak. tO hdp explain what such an ethics mighr look like. uses the
Bengali word. anusbilan which she translates altemately as ManentivenessMand M\;gilance. M

Commonly used in reference (0 scholastic exercises. anushi/aPl describes the kind of a\\'areness or
concentrauon that cornes through ngorous practice and repetition of exercises. although it ma,.. also
ha\'t~ the connotation of the type of focus or attenti\'eness that is acquired. say. Uuough medirative
pracUce as weil. \\,'ThiJe 1 think the notion of MpracticeMis important in trying to aniculate what
ethics is. 1 would want [0 shift the emphasis away from the rigour. and perhaps even vigilance. that
Spi\'ak seems (0 suggest is necessary in ethical engagement. Rather, 1 would like to suggest mat
~thical engagem~ntperhaps is more akin to \\'hat the psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas terms
- recc:=pti\'i~'- or the state of Mevocation- \\'h~n thinking about the \'o'ays in which the conditions for
contact and transformation become created in the therapeutic setting when working. largely. with
autistic indi\iduals. .. Reception and evocation have to \\;m creating the conditions for the arrivai of
an abject. 'We may think of a patential dream waiting for the conditions necessarr for iLs
dreaming." wriles Bollas. In many \\·ays. 8011as's word'i describing this process of evocation
resonate \\;th Spivaks notion of -respansibility.Mwhich is alsa a notion of response-ability. 1 would
argue. an engagement in \\'hich Mresponses come from both sides.Mand in which Mwe \\'ant to
reveal and revea1. conceal nothing. M Yel. in Ballas's tenns. such Mrevelations" are achieved
-through a mental action characterized by a rela.~ed, not a vigilant. st.lle of mind" - especially since
-ta evoke, from the Latin evocale. means to caU forth or to summon." This act of summoning. or
Mcal1ing into being and acti\;~·.Mmoreover. Manributes agency to the called up. M It is imponant to
nole. \\Tites Ballas. mat "nascent self states. dreams and inspïred reflections. however. are not
phenomena \\'hich can he aggressively summoned. . . . The evocatÎ\'e mental process ocaus when
the mind is receptive and at l'est." In panicular. Ballas paints a piaure of what such an ethica1
practice might look Uke by giving the example of a parent who SilS beside a child during bedtime.
allawing the child's mind tO wander and imagine his/her life. In this sense. then. ethics is not
necessarily the -vigilance- we cnen think of il as being. a process of going from a state of "SleepM
[0 "wakefulness"; rather il is the type of -receptiVity" mat is invalved in the transition between
-\'o'akefu1nessMand -the dream.- See Christopher Ballas. The Sbadopr of the Obiect (New York:
Columbia CP. 1987).
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subject matter. but also in tenns of its mode of address. Consider the opening

lines:

Deal' Theresa. rm lying on my bed tonight missing you. myeyes
aIl swollen. hot tears running down my face. There's a fierce
summer lightning storm raging outside. Tonight 1 walked do\\'n
the streets looking for you in every \\'oman's face. as 1 have each
night of mis lonely exile. I"m afraid rH never see your laughing.
teasing eyes again.I~'

The lener goes on to recount aU the memories that Jess shared with Theresa and

then searches for reasons as to \\'hy they separated. Later. in the novel. we fmd

out that this is a letter that Theresa. herself. has asked Jess ta write during their last

night together. \\~hen Jess confesses ta Theresa that there are still so man\" things

left un5aid. so many things that Jess wished to tell Theresa but couldn't fmd the

\\'ords for. Theresa asks Jess to write it aIl down in a ieaer someday. In fact.

\\'ords and phrases of the lener are repeated in the text of the novel so that we

come to understand the novel itself as Jess's testimonial lener. The novel "fills

ouC the iener. so ta speak. and Mfil1s us in" during the process. Thus. the novel is

Jess's \\'ay of expiaining a panicular life and point of vie\\'. At the same rime. it is

3150 an act of love: an intimate gesture in an effon to reach out toward another.

Yet. it is also important to note that this is an .. unsenf' lener - for. it does not lie

in the hands of "Theresa," but in a place ",'here Mwomen's memaries [are keptl

safe," It is exists as a "fiction": not quite real. but not unreal either. The question

that the reading of this "Iener" poses to its readers is therefore much the same as

the challenge that Mahas\\'eta's stories engender: as readers. what will you dei

1" Leslie Feinberg. Stone Butch Blues Clthaca. !\'Y: Firebrand. 1993);. Ali funher
references to this text will appear in parentheses.
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Ho"" will you aet and answer? What will be your reply to this "lener" that is and

is not addressed to you?

Using the first-person narrative. Stone Butch Blues tells a story that closely

resembles Feinberg's o""n life-trajectory. Jess begins the narrative by saying. "1

didn't ~\'ant ta be different. 1 longed to be everything gro~\'nups \vanted. so they

\vould love me. [follo\\red aIl their roles. tried my best to please. But there \\'as

something about me that made them knit their eyebrows and fro",'n. No one ever

affered a name for what ""as \\'rong \vith me" (13). Later. Jess cornes to recognise

this "un-nameable difference" as arising from her identity as a "he-she," a person

af ambiguous gender. neither male nor female. in a \\'orld that demands ail

persons to be qUite clearly one or the other. Stane Butch Blues is thus a

restimony ta the ""ays in ""hich Jess's O\\'n discovery. experiencing, understanding

and naming of her o\\'n identity take shape - and to the ways in which identities

and experiences are kno\\rn. lived. negotiated. transfonned. claimed and

reclaimed. This narrative is not ooly about the immense hardships. rejeetions.

\vounds and isolation from ""hich Jess suffers. but also about the communities.

kinships and socialities that are bom. altemately. out of capacities for passion and

intimaC0·.

One of the things that Jess's story makes c1ear is the complicated. and

sometimes uneasy. relationship berween language. naming and belonging. In faet,

throughout the novel. the reader is reminded of the ways in which Jess's

experiencing of the self takes place outside language and outside belonging, "1

don't have any ~tords." Jess confesses, "1 don't knO\\' how to talk about what 1
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feel. 1 don't even knO\V if 1 feel things like other people do" (130). Similarly,

speaking of the intense isolation that lies at the hean of such experiences of

othering. Jess remarks. UThere was no place outside of me \vhere 1 belonged. 50

every moming 1 willed myself into existence" (209). In pan, the structures of

silence and remoteness that are 50 per\'asive in this novel are a tesument to the

rimes themselves. Ir is important to note that Jess grov.'s up in post v.'orld-\var II

America. during the cold v.'ar and at the height of the McCarthy era. the child of a

factorY-~'orker \vho had .. grov.'n up determined he \vasn't going to he stuck in a

facto~' like his old man" and a fifties housewife v.'ho .. had no intention of being

trapped in a marriage" (13). II is also significant that Jess's home is the only

Je\\'ish home in the .. projecrs." or the fonner anny barracks located in Buffalo,

\\'hich then housed military-contraeted aircraft v.'orkers and their families. One of

the things that the novel testifies to over and over again is the \\'ay in which such

differences are met with silence and fear in a society that persisted in stifling even

the slightest de\'iation from the norme At the same time. Feinberg shows that this

moment in American history is a period in \\'hich various kinds of aetivisms. based

on counter-cultures. are bom,

ln a scene that takes place early on in the novel. Feinberg is in faet able to

demonstrate both humorously and yet poignantly hov.· il is that Jess's gender, class

and ethnie differences serve to mark and isolate the young child from the \\'orld

and other people. By tums that are at once hilarious and hean-breaking, Feinberg

describes Jess's fU"St encounter \\"ith a ne~: school and teacher, This scene, 1 think,

is important because il stages something that happens to Jess throughout the
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narrative. On the one hand, Jess is placed in a society that constantly asks her to

narne herself. to explain herself or her differences. and thereby place herself in

language. But. on the other hand. ""hat Jess encounters repeatedly is that the

tenns and codes upon ""hïch such a dernand is made simply do not include her.

For example. upon aniving at a ne"" school in a ne"" state, trouble stans for Jess

""hen the teacher stumbles on her name during the roll-cali. At first. the teacher is

puzzled by Jess's name - she is concemed that it is "not a girl's name" - but soon

finds sorne -comfort" in the idea that its difference may be attributed to the fact

that Jess is "of the Je""ish persuasion:' But this is not aIl. Boldly announcing this

fact ta the class. the teacher then goes on to demand chat Jess "speak up" and

explain ta the class .. ""here she is from." Jess. oruy six years old and paralysed

~\'ith fear and embarrassmenr. doesn't qUite knoVt: ho",- to answer. After a long

silence. and to the great disappointment and frustration of this teacher who is

looking for a clear and precise ""ay to locate her student on sorne rnap, Jess says

quietly... I"m from the desert" (1;). For the reader. however. che image of the

desert [hat Jess uses to boch describe and interpret her place in this world is

interesting and appropriate for a variety of reasons that the teacher is unable to

appreciate. Jess locates herself in a ""ay that is imagistic and wordless. 5he

describes her world in a ""ay that is visceral. conjuring up the topography. the

heat. the dryness or perhaps the vastness of the place chat she kne"'-. In a sense,

chen. Jess's description of """here she is from" is much more accurate and

authentic ta reality than if she were to. say. name a state as her teacher would

have her do. At the same time, the image of the desen is particularlyapposite
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not just of her geographical habitat. but of her interior landscape as weIl. In facto 1

~\'ould say that a large pan of the po\ver and persuasiveness of the first part of

Jess's narrative has to do ",'ith the \\'ay in ~..hich the recurrent images of stonns

and desens. and the heavy shadows of silence that they cast. speak. more than

anything else. of ",'hat it is like to gro\\' up in a very lonely place. a place no one

knO\\'S,

Ho~\'ever. ifJess's childhood is marked by the desert of loneliness. then her

jaumey inta adulthood is punctuated by the bars and clubs of Buffalo. Ne\\" York.

~'here Jess finally discovers a community of belonging, It is here that Jess is able

to .. come out- as a young" butch:' as she begins to forge loves and relationships

in :l culture that she is soon able to calI her o\\'n, Thus. one of the foremost aims

of Feinberg. in 'writing this novel. is to bear \\'itness. and pay homage. to the

-butch-femme- culture of the 19;Os, a culture that not ooly gives Jess a home. but

one that also nurtured Feinberg. the author. Attempting to give a clear and simple

definitian of butch-femme culture and identities. Gayle Rubin explains that "butch"

:lnd .. femme" are \\'ays of coding lesbian identities and behaviours that are at once

linked \\'ith and yet distinct from standard societal roles for men and women.

Butch is most usefully understood. she says. as the lesbian vemacular tenn for

,,,,amen \\"ho are more comforuble \\'ith masculine gender codes~ styles. identities

or behaviours than \\'ith feminine ones - as well as those who use traits typically

thought of as masculine to signal their lesbianism or communicate their desire to

other \\t"omen. Femme, by contrast. is a gender identity associated with feminine
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codes. signais. symbols. styles or behaviours. t~ Feinberg's novel describes both

the pains and pleasures of butch and femme lives and identities through the story

of Jess. The reader fo11o\\'s Jess on a joumey \vhere she faIls in love with Theresa.

a femme. \\'ho \\'orks at the same factory as Jess. and who seduces Jess on the

dance-floor of a bar one evening. The novel goes on to map the life and home

that they create together. as weB as the various fights. srruggles and violences that

they face in the hands of the police \\'ho raid their bars on a regular basis during

this pre-Stone\\'all era. At the same time. hov:ever. Feinberg's novel tells the story

of the dissolution of this culture. as the streets and the cities became an

increasingly dangerous place for gays and lesbians during the 1960s and 70s.

Paradoxically. the rise of gay liberation and feminism spells the end. initially. of

Jess's familiar butch-femme communiey. She can no longer live in or \\"ith the

gender she had kno,,"n. It is at this time that Jess decides to begin honnone

merapy and to pass as a man in this progressively hostile environment: a decision

that also marks the end of Jess and Theresa's relationship. After years of ~exile."

Jess finally stops taking the hormones and chooses to - come ouC again. as

transgendered. In fact. the nO\'el ends \\"ith Jess finding the courage to -speak

out" at a gay and lesbian rights demonstration. amidst a cro\\'d and a movement

mat had previously made Jess feel -outside~ of it and -alone" (29;). Yet. this

time. Jess finds a ~voice" by vinue of finding an audience \\'ho is \villing (0 listen.

It is \\"ith the hopes and dreams of a ne\\' future - a less lonely and more collective

l<ob Gayle Rubin. ·Of catamites and Kings: Reflections on Butch. Gender and Boundaries.~

The Persistent Ds:sia:- A fs:rnrne-Butch Roder. ed. Joan ~estle (Boston: Alyson P. 1992) 467.
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future - that the novel closes.

Thus. by charting the various joumeys and moments of exile through which

Jess must navigate. Feinberg's Stone Butch Blues diagrams not just a personal

history. but also a public and politicaJ one. In panicular. one of the tales that the

no'-el tells is that of gay. lesbian and transgender organising in the US - a story

that is. not incidentally. connected to a panicular race and dass history ",,-hile also

being imbricated "'"ith the history of feminism. But perhaps one of the most

interesting aspects of Stone Butch Blues is the ",'ay in \vhich it daims the fifties

butch·femme experience as central to ail of these histories. as well as a centre

From ~'hich to begin thinking about sorne of the limits around the "'"ays in ",'hich

these histories have been constructed in the past and present. But. first. before it

is possible ta discuss ho~' Feinberg's novel bears "'itness to lesbian. gay. queer

and transgender politics and histories. and ",'hy such an account might be

important for an understanding of the relationship between witnessing and

acti\'ism in general. it is necessary to discuss ho"". in giving this panicular account

of 1950s butch·femme lesbianism. Feinberg's novel also positions itself to "talk

back- to the NOM American feminism of the 19ïOs and 1980s: the legacies of

~\'hich are present today and [0 which my dissenation also anempts to Mtalk back"

in its o""n ""ay.

For example. the novel tells the story of ho",' in the 1970s. the streets

become an increasingly hostile place for gays and lesbians in a number of ways.

.. The police really stepped up their harassment after the binh of gay pride." Jess

narrates (13;). At the same time. in a paradoxicaJ fashion, this is the moment that
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marks the beginning of ~"eekly gay liberation and radical women'5 meetings and

protests ar the university. ,,"here Theresa ".orks. Yet. ironically. there is then no

safe place for the couple to go. Ir is [00 dangerous at the bars: and the dances

and meetings at the university "'ill not accept Jess because she does not look like

a ~"oman. It is at such a point that Jess decides ta take honnones and to pass as a

man, "1 just don't knOv.· ho~" to go on anymore. - says Jess. "This is the ooly ,vay

1 can thiRk of 1 can still be me and sun'ive" (148). But. this is a decision that

Theresa cannot live ~\"ith, "1 can't pass as a straight ~"oman and he happy. 1 can't

live as the scared couple in apartrnent 3G ~'ho can't trust people enough to have

friends. 1 can't live like a fugitive ,,"ith you, l "'oulcin't be able to sun'ive if'

(152). They break up and Jess goes into exile, The end of Jess and Theresa's

rebtionship also marks a historical shift. one that involves a conjunction bet\veen

the shuning dO"'n of bars and factories and the birth of second-\\'ave feminism. as

~\"el1 as gay and lesbian protest groups and rallies. centred at the university,

Jess and Theresa have different relationships to the feminist movement and

yet bath do not qUite fit into the fonns and structures perpetuated by second-wave

feminism - a mo\'ement that found particular resonance in Adrienne Rich's notion

of -~'oman identification.-:·- Jess is unacceptable in this ne\\" feminist movement

~... ~ Adrienne Rich. -Compulsory Heterosexua!iry and Lesbian Existe:nce.- The Lesbian
;lDd Gin" Srudie~ Reilder. eds. Henry Abelove et. al C'\ew York: Routledge. 19(3) 22"7'-S.:t. A classic
(t=X( m feminist and lesbian srudies. Rich offe:rs he:re the: concept of the: -lesbian conùnuum- in order
(0 counter arguments about the: natural or foundational status of helerosexuaüty and ths: family.
argumg Instead mat the institutions of hete:rosexualiry are rather -imposed" on women through
various forms of social scripts. Interestingly. among the studies and arguments Rich cites is
Catherine MacKinnon's SemaI Harassment of Workini Womm' t\ Case of sa Discriminatioo (N~"

Haven: Yale l'~. 19i9). ""'here: MacKi.nnon questions some of the qualitative differences between
sexual harassment. rape and heterosexual inrercourse. Rich's idea of the lesbian continuum is
offered as a means of bridging some t)f the di\isions in the women's movement of the 1970s
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and communitv because she is seen as being .. male-identified" and therefore not

the wright" kind of v;oman. But, paradoxically, Theresa is also viewed as the

't\'rong kind of \\"oman because of her association ""ith Jess. One of the things that

this novel sho't\·s is ho"'". for the most part. the feminism and lesbian-feminism of

the 19~Os and 1980s characterised butch-femme relationships as mere replicas of

oppressive heterosexual roles and structures. :.;!' As Joan Nestle \\-Tites. "At the crux

of modem discussion about butch-femme identity is the question of autonomy:

does the longevity of butch-femme self-expression reflect the pemicious strength

of heterose)..LJal gender polarization - or is il. as l "'"ould argue. a lesbian-specific

\\'ay of deconstrueting gender that radically reclaims women's erotic energy? Are

femmes and butches dupes of heterose~LJality.or are they gender pioneers with a

knack for alchemy?" :..~ What ~estle's "'"ords point to is the "'"ay in w'hich butch-

through ILS focus on a femirusrn centred around and motivated primarily by the identification of
women \\,th other \\'ornen. See al50 ~brijyn Frye's lbe Politîc.;; of Realiry' Essay.;; in feminisJ
Ihs:Qa: CTrumansburg. ~"Y: Crossing P. 1983). Rich's piece has of course been criliqued and l'e-
S:"-aluated many tirnes since ilS publication. Sorne of the most common criticisms indude criticisms
regarding Rich's use of the term -faise consciousness" to describe wornen's experience. as weU as
her notion of a lesbian continuum ~'hich could too easily he interpl'eled to mean. for example. chat
~Iesbianism- and -female friendship- are exaet1y the same thing-

:.... For debates about and reconsiderations of bUlch-femme. see the foUo~ing: Sue-Ellen
Case. ~To~'ard a Butch-Femme ,o\esthetic. - The Lesbiao and Gay Srudjes Reader. 294-306; Judith
Butler. -Imitation and Grnder Subordination.- The Lesbian and Ga}' Srudies Rader. 3Qï-320; Joan
~estle. ed. The Persistent Desire- A Fernrne-Butcb Rgder (Boston: Alyson P. 1992) as well as
~estle's -Burch-Femme Relationships: Sexual Courage in the 1950s" in her A RestriÇJed CooptO'
<Ithaca. ~"Y: Firebrand. 198i). lQO..09: Madeline Da\is and Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy. -Oral
Hisrory and the Srudy of Se.~ality in the Lesbian Commurtity: Buffalo. ~~. York. 1940-1960."
Femini.;;t Srudies 12 (1986). as weIl as their book. Boots of Learher Sljpper:: of Gold: The HistoO" of
a L,shl3n Commyait}:" (Xcv,' York: Penguin. 1994): Amber Hollibaugh and Cherrie Moraga. -Whal
We"re Rolling Around in Bed With: Sexual Silences in Feminisrn.- Hergjes 12(981): Gavle Rubin.
-Thinking Sex: ~oles for a Radical Theory of the PoUties of Sexualîty.- The Lc:sbiaD and Gay SNdjes
~. 3-H: Amy Goodloe. - Lesbian Identity and the PoUlies of Butch-Femme Roles
<hnp::I~~",,·.lesbian.org.:amYIessays/bf-paper.htmJ> 1993-99.

140; ~esùe. Inuoc1uetion. The Pmistent Desirs:: A femme-BUJch Reack:[ 14.
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femme identities ,vere figured in lesbian-feminist theory as "inauthentic": as the

produets of a .. faise consciousness" or as the .. imitations" of heterosexual nonns.

In such a political dimate. especially within the structures of a feminist theory that

\vas beginning to gain acceptance in universities and academia. it would indeed

have been a difficult endeavour to brave the threat of feminist criticism and

censure to make daims on behalf of butch-femme identities: these identities. it

seems. v.rere denied their own -authenticity" from ail sides.

.-\. large pan of the difficulry of claiming such identities and experiences. of

course. had to do v.'ith the \vay in \\"hich the feminism and lesbian-feminism of the

lOS and 80s represented butch-femme lesbianism as a phenomenon that v.'as. for

the most pan. -primitive" and "un-enlightened- - cenainJy not "radical" or

-re\-olutionary" like the theories of an egalitarian feminism fighting hard for a

- balance of pO""er- in aIl sexual relationships. Against the doctrines of 19705

lesbian-feminism. butch-femme relationships and identities brought up questions

over the foundational status of pov.'er and sexualiry that could not adequately he

incorporated in the frame offered by second-v.·ave feminism alone. As Amber

Hollibaugh. in conversation with Chenie Moraga. remarks. "1 think the reason

butch/femme stuff get hidden ".-ithin lesbian-feminism is because people are

profoundly afraid of questions of pov.'er in bed. And though everybody doesn1t

play out power the way 1 do. the question of power affects "tho and ho",- you

eroticize your sexual need. And it is absolutely at the bottom of ail sexual

inquiry." 1~ ln another pioneering article entitled .. Bu(c.h-Femme Relationships:

IfJIJ Hollibaugh and Moraga 59.
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Sexual Courage in the 1950s." Joan Nestle writes about ho\\' the butch·femme

couple" embarrassed" lesbian·feminism because they "made lesbians culturally

\"isible. a terrifying act for the 19;Os.'.Ie: Speaking on behaif of the working-class

community that shaped her o\vn identity - "taxi drivers. telephone operators who

were also butch-femme \vomen," v;hose "feminism \Vas not an aniculated theory."

but a "lived set of options'" - Nesùe describes. for example, the \vay in ","hich

academic feminism. \vhen il came around in the 1970s to "sanction" lesbianism,

made her feel so much more ··respectable." 50 "less dirty. less ugly. less butch and

femme." 10; \,,\ihat ~estle's arguments illustrate here are the complex "'"ays in which

feminism lends legitimacy to lesbianism as a political choice. but not as a sexuai

identity: similarly. it celebrates and validates certain experiences relating to gender,

but by leaving aside the experience of class or race. IO~ It is against such

de\"aluations. then. that voices such as Nestle·s. Hollibaugh's or Morraga's come

fonh to reclaim specifie histories of race. class. gender and intimacy left out of the

lesbian-feminism of Rich and Frye - not as replicas of heterosexual institutions. but

as radical. political defiances of a patriarchal culture. as ""eIl as complex. authentic

and natural ""ays of loving. As Hollibaugh states. her opposition to a narrow

~orth American feminism that polices sex-uality and champions only certain styles

lc~ :'\~st1e. "Bu[ch..Femm~ R~lationships: Sexual Courage in th~ 19;Os- 108.

10; :"estle. -BUlch-Femme Relationships: Sexual Courage in me 1950s" 105 - 06.

1(>' One shouJd in facl nOle me resanances betw~n this language of - primitivism. 
-shame.- -respeaabililY.- -faise consciousness.- and "imitation" or -mimicry" with certain kinds of
Orientalist. racialised and/or dass-based languages - for example. the language of certain
arguments 1 notee! in Chapter 1 \\"hich were about the need to -rescue" and -recover" women of
ather natians from a -backwards- societal arder.
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of intimacy as the Most politically-correcr or kideaI" fonns of sexuality in the name

of egalitarianism. stems from her refusaI to diso\\l'n the rotality of her desires:

desires that fight those views which. often through a veiled language of rights and

freedoms. anempt to .. take a\\'ay" her ability to .. genuinely feel. in my body, what

1 ~·3nt." I~ ln other ~\'ords. she is arguing for an embodied politics that emanates

from the lived experiences and desires of individuals in history - not a politics

~\"hich prescribes and proscribes a person's desires and bodily movements.

It is precisely this reclaiming of desire and embodied experience that

Feinberg's Stone Butch Blues attempts ta effect. Feinberg writes \vith the kind of

.. honesry" chac makes readers a~'are that the first step for political organising i5 mis

claiming of individual experience - and of ail the complexities, contradictions and

mystifications of chat emotion and experience. There is a scene near the end of

the novel. ~'here Jess caBs up an old friend. Frankie. \vho requires an apology.

For years. Jess has refused to speak to Frankie. because Frankie challenged ]ess's

notion of v.·hat it means ta be a butch. Frankie is a butch ~'ho loves other

butches. but this ~tas samething that Jess found unacceptable and unthinkable.

But finally, Jess cornes ta realise the limitations to this way of thinking, realising

that love and identities. bath. are much more flexible and complicated than she

had previausly imagined them to be. As Jess and Frankie become reacquainted

after years of silence. Jess says ta Frankie. "You kno,,·. there's 50 Many things that

have happened to me because I"m a he-she that I"ve never talked about.... 1

IbO Amber Hollibaugh. MTalking Sex: A Conversation on Sexua1ity and Feminism." by
Deirdre English.•~r Hollibaugh and Gayle Rubin in SquaJiD'; A Reader, ecf. Feminist Review
(London: Virago. 1987) 64.
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have never had the words," Frankie replies that Jess doesn't need words ,\'ith her;

she understands. But then Jess insists, "1 do needs \\'ords, Frankie - sometimes it

feels like l'm choking ta death on ~'hat rm feeling. 1 need ta talk but don't kno""

how." ~10reover. Jess needs her o""n words, "What ""ould these words sound

like?" Jess asks Frankie. And Frankie replies mat they would sound like

"yeaming" (2~5). \\7hat is sa remarkable about this passage and about Feinberg's

te~l as a 't\'hole is that it speaks precisely in this language of ··yeaming. ,. The

nO\'el does indeed create this ne~' vocabulary that Jess caIls for, Its tone is neither

that of strict pain nor pleasure. but of that profound space of ache and possibility

that characterises yeaming and from " ..hich ail actions or movements to\vard

collectivity. or intimaC1", emanate. This no\'el is about the desire that prefigures

;lnd shapes language. being. and action - chus making Stone Butch Blues :1

phenomenological. as opposed ta a merely critical. account of the ""ays in which

history and culture 't\~orks ta shape identities. experiences and desires, and also of

the 't\'ays in ~'hich these desires can never he determined absolutely by histary.

This particular phenomenolagical or "embodied" nature of Feinberg's

narrative is something that Ja}' Prosser ""rites about. when camparing Stone Butch

Blues to other trans·sexual autobiographies, Prosser notes that Feinberg's text. like

many other accounts of trans·sexual identity. figures the search for gender identity

as a search for "home" or a community founded in and on the body. Yet. in

conrrast to these other narratives of identity ~'here .. passing" is usually just one

"step" tO""ard home, the subject of Feinberg's text does not ever "complete" the

transformational process, Of course, it is important to note that many of the leXIS
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that Prosser looks at are produced and read under conditions where the rrans-

sexual subject .. needs to narrate a convincing rrans-sexual autobiography for the

therapeutic listener." often in order to receive authorisatian far therapy or surgery.

ln such a narrative. \\,-hat is important is that the trans-sex-ual subject he able to

construct a "plausible histary" and a coherent account of desire and subjectivity.

Yet. as Prosser notes. it is often this very forced coherence that. paradoxically.

instead of creating autabiagraphical or embodied subjects. functions to .. de-

subjectÎ\'ise" trans-sexuals by forcing these individuals to erase certain aspects of

the past and of the self. It is precisely this de-subjectivisation. mareover. that

· makes it difficult ta generate a viable politics around trans-sexual identity. since

the \"ery caming-to-identity and the very pracess of coming-to-politics or

"consciousness" for trans-sexuals involves a process whereby. in Prosser's words.

"one is pragrammed ta disappear" - or. in ather words. \\,-here one is forced to

efface the many complexities. confliets and mystifications of identity in favour of a

clear. coherent account. IC
<

By contrast. Jess of Stone Butch Blues refuses such disappearance. In faet,

according to Prosser. it is because of this insistence on holding on to a11 aspects of

the self. even those that are in apparent cantradistinetion to each other. and on

seeing ail the facers of identity as equally .. authentic" that Jess ultimarely refuses ro

.. complete" the transformation that \'\'ill enable her (0 .. become aman" and thereby

find a -subIe gender home." At the moment ""hen Jess realises that she cannat

1'"
Jay Prosser. ~ ~o Place Like Home: The Tramgendered Sarrative of Leslie Feinberg's

Stone Butcb Blues." \todem Fiction 5tydjes 41.3-4 (995):483-;14.
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live life "passing as a man" any longer. she looks into the rnirror and says, "What 1

sav; reflected in the mirror ~'as not a man. but 1 couldn't recognise the he-she. My

face no longer revealed the contrasts of rny gender. 1 could see my passing self.

but even 1 could no longer see the more complicated me beneath my surface. . . .

l hadn't just believed that passing \\'ould hide me. 1 hoped that it '\vould allo\\-' me

[0 express the part of myself that didn't seem to be \\'oman. 1 didn't get to explore

being a he-she though." Instead. Jess notes... 1 simply became a he - a man

\\'ithou[ a past" (221-22). Part of \\'hat is 50 moving about Stone Butch Blues has

to do \\'ith the ~vay in \yhich it insists. ahvays. on the singularity and specificiry of

identity. Jess's ··transgendered home" or body is never posited as a "no\\'here"

place. a place of in-between. Rather. chis place has very specifie. tangible and

embodied contours. even if the shape of such a narrative, body or experienee

must be described in terms of the colour of t'\vilight or the sounds of thunder and

yeaming.

Accordingly. Feinberg's novel prefigures a politics that is also embodied

and that is outlined in Transiender Warriors and Trans Liberation. Feinberg. in

fact. opens Transiender Warriors. \\'hich is at onee a historical archive. a resource

guide for transgender individuals. and an account of Feinberg's own "coming to

consciousness." ,vith the assertion that .. there are no pronouns in the English

language as complex as 1 am. and 1 do not ~\'ant to simplify myself. ,. la"

Paradoxically. then. Feinberg suggests the possibilities of collective struggle.

[ta: Leslie Fdnberg. TraOSiender Waajor:;' Makina HjsJQO' from Joan Qf Arc JQ RuPayl
(Boston: Beacon P. 1996) ix. See aIso Feinberg's Trans Liberation" Bcyond Pinic or Blye (Boston:
Beacon. 1998).



•

•

215

identification. and a shareable world lie not in the dissolution of personal

boundaries or in the simplification of identity. but in the maintenance of limits and

in the insistence on singularity. But \\'hile Feinberg's historical and political tracts

offer certain anchoring points for transgender experience, it is perhaps Stone

Butch Blues \\'hich is more successful in terms of placing the experiences of one

transgendered self in history and politics. Transaender Warriors provides

photographs and snapshots as e\'idence that transgender individuals have existed

in \'arious different times and places: it provides lists of resource centres - places

dedicated to the establishment of transgender collectÏ\'ities and communities.

SimilarIy. Trans Liberation sketches out the contours of various philosophical and

political arguments around transgender mobilisation. Yet. both of these \\'orks

presuppose the narrative that Stone Butch Blues tells. the story that provides the

affective point of entry for such historical and political undenakings. and which

gi\'es such undertakings their urgency and meaning. Speaking from the site of

affect. this novel strikes readers as a story that. in its felt immediacy, creates

experiences that are at once shareable and yet impossible to translate. c1arify or

explain \\'ithout recourse to the intimate. private and sometimes incommunicable

contexts of reading and ,,'riting.

Therefore. reading Stone Butch Blues ~lÎth and against Mahasweta Devi's

stories allows me to distinguish the arguments 1 make in this dissertation about

fiction. reading and \\'riting from certain contemporary philosophical arguments

about the \\'ays in which literature should be placed culturally, geographically,

historically or experientially. Many political crities today, in the face of theories
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about the transcendental or universal nature of -great Iiterature" which exists apan

from the specificities of place. time and the experiences of concrete subjeets. make

the salient argument mat literature can only. in facto be understood in relation to

the localised experiences of categories such as race, gender, sexuaI orientation,

class and nation. While 1 agree with this laner formulation. 1 also "'ant to be

careful that such an argument should not be taken tO mean. as many arguments

about "cultural insiderism,. purpon. that one can kno"r .. nothing" of things that are

experientially. culrurally. historically or socially removed from one's own self.

Throughout my thesis. 1 have been arguing against this idea. saying mat it is in fact

. possible to kno'" deeply. profoundly and intensely of experiential realities that

may be .. extemal" to one's self. In part. cultural and experiential shareability is a

result of the ""ays in ~\'hich bodies. cultures and sel\'es are open and permeable;

bodily experiences may thus be transmitted and transferred in both spoken and

unspoken ,,·ays. often across the bounds of time. geography and fleshJy existence.

~Ioreo\'er. the notion chat it is impossible to kno,,' anything about experiences that

are removed From the self is false. paradoxically. because we are ail. to an extent,

"removed" From precisely those things \\'e "kno",' best" - from those aspects of

the self and identity that register themselves in the body viscerally. with

immediacy. as part of lived experience and not as a body of fLXed. knowable or

sayable facrs. In this sense, the process of cultural. historical or experiential

transmission is important even. or perhaps especially. for those who are "inside" a

certain experiential or cultural milieu. Ironically, then. the shareabiliry of worlds

and languages that is made possible by these fictions happens not because the
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experiences. cultures and selves ponrayed in these leXIS are either universaI or

imprecise in any way. but because of the ~'ay in which these narratives insist on

the specifie. immediate and intimate contexts of reading and writing.

Mahasweta and Feinberg's texts exemplify mis idea of the simultaneous

shareability and specificity of fiction. because of the ways in 'Ç\'hich they ,vrite at

once to .. reach out" to others at the same time that they refuse to translate the self.

Hence. in reading these and the other texts 1 have chosen for discussion in this

thesis. my aim has been to authorise a mode of reading that is very different from

the methodologies of reading that \'ie~' literature only as a matter of

universalisable forms and structures. Such modes of reading do injustice to why

people 'Ç\'rite. to ~..hat they have to say. and to how such practices of reading.

~\'riting and 'Ç\'itnessing can move people in qUite profound. specifie and localised

~\'ays, At the same time. the mode of reading that 1 am trying to authorise is also

different from mechodologies that seek to categorise literature simply in tenns of

things like national boundaries. race. gender or sexual orientation. For. instead of

seeing literal1' narratives in tenns of their specificities. such models often abstract

from the deep. experiential realities of subjects. By contrast. 1 am arguing chat ta

read 'Ç\'ith affect and imagination - or to see reading and writing as practices of

bearing 'Ç\'itness - is to be concurrently open to 'Ç\'hat these texts have to say and

to be a~'are of the limits and bounds of both reading and ~'riting. This a\vareness

of limits. ho\\'ever. is not simply a deconstruetive or critical move. but rather. the

process of becoming sentient. mindful and aware of the various bodily,

experiential. cognitive, cultural and emotive bounds that mark and place each of
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us. and that thereby create the contexts for our actions and our possibilities in the

~'orld around us. bath as indh'iduals and as beings in relation with others.

Literature. of course. is one of the places \\'here many of us experience this

cognisance of our o\\'n responsiveness and receptivity. Litera~" criticism has. far

tao often. been a place where this experience is set aside.
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My dissertation arises out of. and has med to respond to. a set of debates or

efforts ta think about the issues of ~'itnessing. testimony. and the more general

question regarding the ethics of speaking in the name of both others and one's

o\\'n self. \\'hich came to occupy a central yet highly controversial place in

academia during the late 1980s and 1990s, This rising preoccupation \vith \\'hat

Linda Alcoff has termed .. the problem of speaking for others" was in part due to

the gro\\'ing recognition of the correlation ber\veen speech and political identity;

bet\veen the edifices of theory and the institutions of practical living; between the

meanings, effects and truths of particular statements and the places in which these

are formulated. As Alcoff explains. questions conceming the various social,

political. geographical. racial. national. class. or gender "differences" through

\\'hich discourses and theoretical practices gained their authority and influence

gave \\'ay to a more generalised ambivalence about the dangers. arrogances and

power struggles inherent in the aet of speaking or pursuing representation on

behalf of people or groups who occupied a ,. different" social location than

oneself. On the one hand. this ne\\" a\\'areness \\'ithin the academy pushed many

politically·conscious theorists to assume a position \vhere all endeavours to speak

for or of others were viewed as violent and essentialising. where it was only

possible to speak for oneself. On the other hand. the adoption of a passive or

purely individualistic voice canied its o\\'n problems in tenns of its erasure of
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agency. which also signalled a certain erasure or avoidance of responsibility and

accountability for one's speech. le- This problematic. moreover. which was

panicularly acute ~vithin feminism and postcolonialism - and exacerbated even

more around questions of violence, culture, the body, or the relationship between

aesthetics. politics and experience - remains an impasse still to be reckoned \vith

today by continuing to frame and limit the kinds of theoretical projecrs taking

place \\"ithin academia under the rubrics of feminism and postcolonialism.

Perhaps one of the most influential essays to address this question of

•

ho\\- it is that one can hear the testimony of others is Gayatri Spivak's "Can the

Subaltem Speak?" 1.... In this essay. Spivak. via an engagement of a conversation

that takes place bem:een the t'Wo "activist philosophers" Michel Foucault and

Gilles Deleuze. critiques the common assumption of post-srructuralist theory that

.. intellecruals must anempt ta disclose and knO\V the discourse of societyts Omer."

Instead. Sph'ak exposes the way in 9.rhich this same post-strueturalism, despite its

daims to radicalism. systematically ignores and silences questions of ideology, of

global capitalism. of the international division of labour. and post-strueturalismts

o\\'n institutional position in an economic and colonial history. She concludes her

essay \vith the provocative daim that. indeed... the subaltem cannot speak" - and,

especially. the subaltem as female .. cannot be heard or read." ln part. ~rhat leads

Spivak to this deduction is the story and example of a young sixteen-year-old girl,

Hl· Linda Alcoff. "The Problem of Speakïng for Others.· Culwl'31 CritiQye 20 (1991): 5-32.

IbIl Gayatri Spivak. "ean the Subaltem Speak?" rpt. In Colonial piscoyrse and Pos[colonial
TheoCt A Reader, eds. Laura Chrisman and Patrick Williams CSev.- York: Columbia. L"P, 19')4). 66
111.
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Bhuvane5'\"ari Bhaduri. ~"ho hangs herself in her father's home in Calcutta in 1926.

someone who Spivak cornes to hear of through family connections. Upon

questioning various friends and relatives. Spivak discovers many different

interpretations of the suicide. One account is that the girl ~:as simply delirious;

there ~-as no apparent cause. By another explanation. it is a case of illicit IO\'e

and an illegitimate pregnancy. lIpon funher investigation. however. it becomes

kno~"n that Bhuvanes'wari \\"as menstruating at the lime of her death and 50 it

Clnnot be a case of pregnancy. ln fact. neariy a decade after her suicide. ie 'was

found out that she \\'as a member of one of the revolutionary groups in\"olved in

armed srruggle for Indian independence. Bhuvanes~\"arihad been assigned \\"ith a

political assassination but could not go through \\'ith it. Unable to betray the trust

of her comrade5. she killed herself. Yet. according ta Spi\"ak. e\"en by this

account. her suicide i5 subsumed under a peculiarly t~visted narrative of sari: the

ideal. devoted ~'oman ~-ho sacrifices herself in the name of the larger political

Cluse. Spi\-ak's point is that despite ail of the official and non-official discourses

that constitute this \\"oman's subjectivity and intentions. her own testimony is

nO~'here to be found.

Spivak uses this story as but one means of making a larger argument about

the inadequacies of certain types of academic discourse or intellecrualising in

recuperating subaltem agency and \"oice. But. at the same time. Spivak's

preservation of Bhuvanes"..arïs silence is also used. in the end. as a ~\"ay of

privileging a Derridian deconstructive approach. over other more positivist or

explicitly -activist'" approaches. as the mast etbical means of dealing with
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questions of subaltemity. difference. violence and othering. While 1 agree with

\vhat Spivak has to say about the ",..ay in which much radical political theoJY

masks its o,\\'n power. 1 cannot help but want to refonnulate not only her verdict

that the subaltem cannot speak, but also the compulsory ethicality of

deconstruction above other modes of thinking and doing. even within the limits or

confines of the academic institution. For ail of its rigour and analytic force.

deconstruetion. based as it is in a critique of phenomenology, has not sufficiently

addressed the functions of affect. bodily relations or experience. This mo\'e av.ay

from a consideration of the material dynamics of experience and affect. moreover.

is not necessarily the kind of de-essentialising mo\'e that deconstruction imagines

it [0 be. Rather. 1 have argued throughout this thesis hov..· such a move may also

serve to reinforce certain essentialist understandings of subjectÏ\'ity in its refusaI to

consider a significant. although complex and irreducible. aspect of ail subjects. In

tum. this dissertation has tried to ask: If indeed "the subaltern cannat speak"

because of the ~'ays in v..'hich the analytical languages of intellectual discourse

produce themselves. then \'o'hat are the ~vays of reconfiguring and re-imagining our

\'o'ords and our conversations - the very \'o'ays in \vhich we speak and listen - sa

chat these other testimonies ta the silent and silenced can be heard? What might

be sorne alternative ways of imagining not only speech. but also silence itself

\'o'ays that do not simply imagine it as absence. but as living, breathing, taking up

room and presence?

ln contrast to Spivak. who posits silence as a kind of radical negativity. the

Pakistani-British psychoanalyst. Masud Khan. in his book, The Privacy of the Self,
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gives quite a different account of the modes in which silence speaks - an account

mat 1 feel might be more useful in thinking through the above questions.'coo ln a

chapter entitled. --Ta Hear With Eyes'" Khan imaginatively reformulates

conventional understandings of speaking. listening. seeing and sensing, as he

describes his ~vork \\'ith patients suffering from quite profound states of silence or

.. dissociation. .. In particular. Khan explains mat. initially the phenomenr. of

psychological dissociation 9.'as defined by Freud. in his studies of hysteria. as a

"splitting of the content of consciousness" resulting from trauma. This splitting

occasioned. moreover. a state of .. internaI conflict" between a person's imaginative

and adapti\'e capacities. and it \\'as the analyst's task to re-establish the

connections bern'een the separate realms of the patient's psyche. In rus O9.'n work

on dissociation. ho\\'e\·er. Khan argues for the need to re-examine the conflietual

dynamics of psychic reality as outlined by Freud and suggests that there is indeed

more to the human experience than the operations of confliet. defence or

repression. since these categories did not qUite seem adequate in describing the

realities of his patients. Khan goes on to note that \\-'hile prevaïling views of

splitting assen mat \\'hat is repressed is al\\'ays sensible to us through the various

defence mechanisms that an individual construets around him or her self. this

"sensing- in the case of dissociation is a much more difficult and complicated

process - complicated because .. the dissociated person is ail the elements of his

dissociated states and lives them as such," The peculiarity of dissociated states

Ill" Masud Khan. The Pri'\'iJQ' of the Self Paper:: of Psvchoa03111ic ThCOQ· and Technique
(London: International VP. 19i4).
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rests in the faet that \\'hile there may be a great deal of tension within a dissociated

person. there is never tnle conflict. since the very nature of conflict demands that

the persan is a"'are of the different sides of the psyche but simply cannot

- chaose," By contrast. the dissodated person is totally involved in each pan of his

or her identity. Thus. Khan sunnises that although conflictual states may be -aeted

out.~ dissociated states are aJ,,'ays -enacted in life" and thereby require "a

"'itness" capable of experiencing alongside the other,

Khan goes on to explain that ,,'hat enabled hirn to come to this particular

conclusion "'as a case study involving a young "'oman. ,,'ho. on the one hand.

relayed a very painful. horrifie narrative in which her body "'as no more than an

ob;ect to be used and abused by others. and yet ,,'hase body-presence in the

clinical sening "'as that of a strong, academic. disciplined and driven sub;eet, :.." ln

coming to kno,,' and experience this patient. Khan realised that the persan of

,,'hom this "'oman spoke. the person \\'ho allo,,'ed her body ta he abused by

athers. \\'as indeed someone quite other than the \voman sitting before his eyes,

This experience made Khan a"'are of an immense gap in psychoanalytic theory:

namely. the lack of discussion about the knowledge mat cornes From simply

looking at a persan in his or her body as against looking at just the verbal material

presented by the patient. Khan thus proceeds ta argue that the interpretatian.

:.. In pan. what allows Khan to make titis analysis is a case study recorded by D.W.
'l';'innicon in Pl3\jng and Realil)' (London: Tavistock. 1971), \\'herein a young girl cames [0

Winnicon for therapy and Yel wha[ persists in Winrùcon's mind. through the transference, is lhat bis
patient ha.s a diffeœnt identity or -UUe self." "Wha[ [ see is not a girl. but 3 boy, in front of me." is
Winnicon's feeling and assessment. Khan bas a very similar response to this panicular patient and
uses Winnicon's anafysis ta help bis patient articulate and express the differently gendered aspects
of one self.
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understanding. experiencing and kno,,'ing of an other must take into account the

total relationship between patient and analyst. since it is rendered possible by

manv other factors than mere spoken and understood language. lndeed. he

~·rites. the reality of a patient is ~ much larger man language could ever

metaphorize. symbolize or signify in itself.'· Consequendy, Khan defmes the

analyst's task as that of "hearing \vith one's eyes." or that of listening to a patient's

"narrath'e" by attending to his or her total body-presence. In fact. in the case of

this above patient. he explains that he had to allo~' himself to "look at her and

accumulate a vast data \\-'hich "'as outside her discourse and narrative" ~ he had to

"let her pile up on me a visual testimony of her presence \\'hich \vas more

authentic ta her predicament than anything she could tell." for. it is oruy in this

~'3Y - through the interactions bero:een cv.'o bodies - that the analyst can enable

the patient to "bear ~'itness" to his or her o\vn silences and silencings.

Khan's discussion of silence and bodily kno,,'ledge pravides an interesting

and useful framev.ork for understanding the \\'ays in \\'hich the fictions considered

in this dissertation appeal to and engage their readers thraugh reference ta a kind

of bodily kno\\'ledge \\:hich forces us to attend to the totaliry of the experience

that is being narrated. In other \\'ords. these fictions of witness "work" because

they are able to communicate the experience of those things that are not easy ta

talk about. that are not even easy to think about. but that are nevertheless

"kno\\'n" in very deep, bodily ways.'-' The truth. or testimony. of these fictio~ is

:-: See aIso Christopher Bollas. The Shadcm. of ths: Objeg- Psycboanalysjs Qf the UothQUWU
MOUD (~e\" York: Columbia CP, 1987),
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emotional responses that these texts elicit. The force and persuasiveness of these

fictions. moreover. has not ooly to do \vith \\that the reader cornes affectively ta

understand about these narratives. but also to do \vith what remains unkno\\'n, As

a result. these unidentified silences - not just of the teXts. but of our readings 

keep us coming back ta these narratives. calling on us to take them up again ta uy

them once more on our tongues. to \veigh them in our mouths and in our minds,

Accordingly, my dissertation has been interested in asking such questions

as: \X~hat is the purpose of such evocations and incitations in fictions that attempt

to bear \vitness to violence? Ooes the highly sensuous language employed by

many of the stories considered in this thesis diminish or enhance their political

impact? \\ryhy indeed do these ''''riters use fiction - a medium that is rypically

described as .. escapist" - as privileged modalities for making arguments against

violence, especially when a sociological or political approach might seem ta he

better able to make more direct interventions in certain historical and social

-realities"? Do the silences. entanglements of desire. or the confusions of identity

in these texts detract from their ability to provide political and ethical points of

deparrure for thinking about and acting in situations of violence - situations that,

many \\'ould argue. require clear solutions in the fonn of palicies. laws and

legislatian against violence?

In working \\'ith my particular texwal examples, 1 found that the various

hauntings and seductions 1 encountered in my readings did not necessarily

indicate that these novels are apolitical respo!1..5es ta palitical problems; rather, pan
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of the insistence of these no\'els has [0 do with the faet that these fictions seem to

he asking questions that the analytical languages of the liberal-legal tradition

~'ithin ~..hich 1 had been ~'orking - and within \vhich most feminist and

postcolonial theorisations of both violence and agency are typically staged 

simply could not ans~~er, In facto throughout my readings of these teXIS. one of

the things that 1 \vas struck ~rith o\'er and over again \vas the \vay in \\'hich aH of

these tlctions make quite elaborate and forceful arguments about violence; yet.

they do so not siroply in terms of needs. injuries or narratives of victimisation. but

also in terms of their sheer beau~'. pleasure and po",'er, For example. in her

_-\ttef'\\'ord to The Bluest Eve. ~lorrison speaks about ho",' this novel ",ras a reaction

to a certain .. violence- that she herself had 'witnessed: it ""as ",rrinen in response to

the anger she felt \\'hen a classmate of hers - a young African-American girl 

admined to a desire for blue eyes, Ho~'ever. it is at this moment. Monison

remarks. that she cornes to understand something different about the nature of

.. beau~'." 5he ""rites ... Until that moment 1 had seen the preny. the lovely. the

nice. the ugly. and although 1 had certainly used the ~vord 'beautiful.' 1 had never

experienced its shock - the force of \\'hich ""as equalled by the knowledge that no

one else recognised it. not even. or especially the one who possessed iL" She

goes on to reflect. "It must have been more than the face 1 \\'as examining: the

siIencing of the street in the early aftemoon, the light. the atmosphere of

confession, ln any case. it ""as the fll'St rime 1 kne"" beautiful. Had imagined it for

myself. Beauty was oot simply something (0 behold; it ""as something one could
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do..,1'": In much of the critical material surrounding The Bluest Eve, the question of

.. beauty" has been discussed at length. Most analyses of the novel have talked

. about the \\"ays in ",'hich this story shatters .. myths of beau~·" and reveals the

underlying violence of the gender and racial Ideals of which Pecola is a most

obvious victim. Yet. ~Iorrison's ,,,"oreis in her Aftet'\vord speak of something else.

~Iorrison. \\'hile assuredly critiquing conventionalised images of beau~·.

nevertheless reclaims beauty as something .. she can do." In other ",·oreis. she

posits it as a grounds for subjective agency. In fact. she ",'rites this novel is. above

aIl. an attempt ta "hit the ra\\' nerve of racial self-contempt. expose it. then soothe

it not \\'ith narcotics but \\'ith language that replicated the agency 1 discovered in

my first experience of beau~·.":-: \X'hat does it Mean to lay the foundation for

agency or 5ubjectÏ\'iry in a concept such as .. beau~'" as Morrison does? What kind

of beau~' \\'ould this he? What kind of agency ""ould this afford? What are the

ramifications of doing 50 for feminist and; or postcolonial theory?

Perhaps part of the answer to these questions lie in the fact that Morrison's

novel - and a11 of the fictions \\'e have considered for that matter - are much more

than simply staries of violence. The characters. ",'orlds and staries mat these

",'riters create through their fictions e\'oke as much ",·onder, curiosity and pleasure

for their readers as they do pain. We may find ourselves intrigued or even

.. seduced" by the narrative. W'e May fmd ourselves .. attraeted'· to different

personalities that we might not have imagined as "attractive" before. We fmd that

1'": ~torrtson. :\fterv.·ord. The Blye~t Eye 209.

l~ Morrison.•~erword. The Blyest Eye 211.
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\\'e are -capruredt7 by cenain images or phrases or movements of language. Most

certainly. we come to see the \\"ays in which these charaeters - however rragic or

victimised ther may be - constitute totalities chat cannot ever be reduced to just

one experience or event..0\5 a consequence. such women's imaginative and

aesthetic enterprises. 1 am arguing. are critically and politically positioned so as to

make important interventions in contemporary feminist understandings of

subjecti\"iry and agency. They undoubtedly help to raise consciousness about

violence: yet. they are careful not to define women's subjectivities in terms of

violence alone. They are also able to introduce a ne\\" set of terms \\"ith \\,'hich to

talk about subjecti\'ity and agency: terms such as beaury. desire. love, passion and

.pleasure. While. often. these terms are avoided in feminist definitions of agency in

f~l\'our of a notion of -choice" grounded in a liberal-Iegallanguage of "rights" and

.. freedoms." 1am arguing that by opening up our ideas of subjeetivity and agency

ta ne\\" re-\\'"ritings. \'\'e \'\'il! be able ta think about female subjectivity less

reducti\'ely and \'\"ith more respect for the immense diversity among ~"omen.

What might it Mean. then. to re-read The Bluest Eye in light of Morrison's

idea that the aet of witnessing violence can also he a practice of beaury and

desire? Certainly a pan of this re-reading would entai! the recognition that if one

of the aims of Morrison's text is to critique the methods through \'\'hich society

systematicallyenforces racial and sexual violence through attendant mechanisms

of social and psychological repression, then another. more imponant. goal of this

novel is to redaim black female sensuality. It is perhaps Claudia. one of the

young narrators of Morrison's nove!. who best expresses this need to repossess the
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visceral specificities of the body.1-. Note the way in which Claudia revels in the

smells. tastes and feelings of which the body is capable in the following passage.

Open ta a full range of polymorphie sensations. she says:

Had any adult with the po~\'er ta fulfùl my desires taken me
seriously and asked me what 1 wanted. they would have known
that 1 did not ~:ant to have an}1hing to own. or ta possess any
abject. 1 \\'anted rather to feel something on Christmas day. The
real question would have been. 'Dear Claudia. what experience
\vould you like on Christmas?' 1 could have spoken up. '1 want [0

sit on the 10\\' stool in Big ~lama's kitchen with my lap full of
lilacs and listen to Big Papa play his violin for me alone.' The
lowness of the stool made for my body, the security and ~rannth

of Big .Mama's kitchen. the smell of lilacs, the sound of music,
and. since it \\'ould be good to have a11 of my senses engaged. the
taste of a peach. perhaps. aftenvard. (22-23)

Br privileging experience above aIl else. Claudia is able to open the reader to a

kind of beaury that is not found in magazines. newspapers or Hollywood movies.

Claudia argues against a notion of beauty that perceives individuals as simply

objects to vie\\': she speaks instead of the beaury of individual experience that is

rooted in a specifie rime, place and relation to the senses. In this passage.

~Iorrison. via Claudia. combats the sensual numbing that often accompanies

experiences of racial and sexual oppression. lndeed. Morrison's novel is much

more than a political indictment of racial or sexual violence. It is. above a11. her

~"'ay of re-dairning. re-possessing and re-situating black female culture and

subjecti\'ity. Through the multiple voices of this novel. its circular stOl)r1ines and

its evocative language steeped in the rhythms and reverberations of African-

American women's bodies. ~lorrison is able to a\\'aken her readers to the

1-· See Jane Kuenz. "The Blues Eye: ~otes on History. Community. and Black FemaJe
Sub;eeti\'i[y.~ Afrjgn Arm:rican RQ;a' 2ï.3 09(3): 421-33.
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subiectivities - to the emotional and visceral realities - of black women.l""l

It is in this way. then. that Morrison is evenrually able to imaginatively

disrupt the genealogical pattern of violence from repeating itself along the lines of

an endless and incestuous cycle. In facto the uansformational potential of

~Iorrison's ",'riting is perhaps best expressed not in The Bluest Eye. but in her later

nove!. Jazz. a te~L that 1 \vould like to suggest presents a certain re-\vriting of the

earlier ",·ork. Both novels. for instance. depict the historical realities of Southem

blacks ""ho migrated to the urban North during the first half of this century. Both

""orks also focus on the l'iolence done to an adolescent African-American girl. In

the case of The Bluest Eye. the narrative revolves around Pecola's rape. In~,

the story centres upon Dorcas. a teenager '\\'ho is shot ta death by her jealous

aIder lover. Furthennore. just as ~1orrison's first novel begins with an apocalyptic

revelation of the tragedy that is to come. her later novel opens by foreshadowing

""hat at first appears ta be another inevitable death. This lime. however. the

reader is taken by surprise: there is no second murder. The narrator explains... 1

missed it altogether. l ""as 50 sure one ",'ould kill the other. 1 \vaited for it sa 1

could describe it. 1 was sa sure it '\\'ould happen. That the past ",ras an abused

record \vith no choice but to repeat itself... 1 \vas so sure. and they danced ail over

me. Busy. they ~\'ere. being original. complicated. changeable - human. "'·lJ ln this

\vay. Morrison's fiction al\\'ays contains ~'ithin itself at least the possibiliry for

:~ See Linda Oittm3t. -wm the Circle be Cnbroken? The Polilies of Fonn in The BlyeS
m.~ :SQ\·el· A Forum in fiction (~-rinter 1990>: 13ï -;5. for a more fonnal analysis of Morrison's
wriling. particularly its affinities to bath modernise and African-American musical fonns such as jazz
and blues.

1"'1> Toni Morrison• .lin (S~· York; Plum. 1993) 220.
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change. revision. historical interruption. narrative variation and ethical

transformation. Hers is certainly a genealogical investigation. but one \\"hich seeks

to trace a history of the past in order to open up its gaps and fissures. ~1orrison's

novels reveal the ~'ays in which a violent history has often functioned to constrain

and constitute the experiences of African-American ~tomen. Yet. at the same time.

they also demonstrate the ~~ay in \\'hich African-Arnerican women's bodies have

resisted any kind of easy historical determination and ho",' they have al~'ays

remained open (0 change. as sites of contestation. As such. Momson's fiction

points to \vomen's imaginative abilities to alter history and to break the chain of

racial and sexual violence.

This is the case not just \vith .Monison's fiction. but with all of the novels

and stories considered in this thesis. For example. Louise Erdrich's Tracks and

~I.K. Indira's Phaniyamma are more than historical documents mat speak of the

legacies of colonisation and conquest. As 1 have argued. Erdrich's novel. among

other things. speaks of ~;hat it means to love a landscape and a people that others

see as property: it speaks of the interior configurations bath of mis love and of the

rage one feels at the processes of history that anempt to desuoy precisely those

affectÏ\'e ties that bind a communirv. As such. Tracks is as much a storv of.. .

mothers and daughters. of genealog)-. lineage and kinship - of the fusions and

confusions of blood - as it is a tale of the "'ays in which cultural kno\\tledge

becomes passed on and passed do\\~n through history. Similarly. Indira's

Phaniyamma is not ooly a testimony to the horrors or auocities of widowhood.

~1ore than anything, this novel speaks of the love and curiosiry that the author has
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for a past that has both disappeared and yet remains peculiarly present in certain

cultural and bodi:y practices. After ail. Phaniyamma is. above ail else, Indira's

memorial of her o'wn great-aunt: a \\i'oman the author did not really .. knOv.··· at a11.

but v.'hose liie is encountered through childhood memories and the stories told to

lndira by her morner. As a result, Indira \\'rites a story of her ov.'n. but not of

herself. bearing v.'itness instead to a kno~\'ledge chat appears to be at once absent

and present to the author in quite profound. even ritualistic. v.'ays.

By the same token. Shani ~Iootoo's Cereus Blooms at Night and Arundhati

Roy's The Gad of Small Thinas are not simply stories of violence. betrayal or

inceSL ~'1ootoo's book. \\'hich closes \\'ith the image of the cereus flower about to

bloom. captures the spirit of a novel mat is equally about hope and possibility. In

fact. both novels end v.·ith several different love stories. ln Cereus Blooms ar

:\"ighr. there is the nev.' relationship that has been forged between nurse Tyler and

.\lala: there is the renev.'al of love bet~:eeo Mala and Mr. Mohant)': and there is

also the discovery of a nev.· love bet~\'een Tyler and Otty. a love that allo\\'s bath

of them to see aspects of meir 0\\'0 selves mat had previously never been

experienced. Finally. this is a book that closes \\i'ith a profusion of letters to Mala

from her lin1e sister Asha - leners that are testaments to love and the ties that bind

people together. ties that are as fragile and imperfect as they are pov.rerful and

strong. In the same manner, Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things ends not

simplyon a comment on the violence of caste, religion and dass lines, but a

comment on the violence and pleasure of love. This novel speaks about the

various borders and boundaries that people constnlet in love's name. but also
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about the unpredictable ways in which these boundaries are transgressed every

clay - and nor Just as a political statement or a matter of radicalism, but because

the very nature of love demands that if we love at ail. then ~'e ahvays love "too

much." Ir is important to note, however, that the "love stories" ,vith \vhich these

no\'els end are not simply sympromatic of the convenrional happy ending. but

rather figures for the re-imagining of ne"', but intimate, worlds.

Consequently, the "silence" ta ,,'hich these novels resti~' and bear \vitness

is thus not just that of violence. but also that of the "small intimacies" of love and

other types of affective relationships - of aIl the passions, pains, pleasures, desires

and attachments that are "unspeakable" for no other reason than that (hey simply

cannot be measured. counted or spoken as such. Yet, any action or endeavour.

~\"hether ethical, political or critiea!. cannot be properly understood ,vithout giving

due consideration to ho'" the domains of affect, experience and imagination bear

upon and provide direction for the construction of these other. more analytical

proiects. 1 have written this dissertation in an effort [0 leam ho,,' better to attend

to these "small things" and their enonnous significances in various types of

intellecrual and political mobilisation. regardless of their ostensible political

correctness - for. ultimately. "'hat these staries ask us to do is to take up their

\\'ords and narratives for ourseh·es. to attend to their force in our o\\"n imaginings,

to sit with them, to give shape to them. to make them our o,,'n. and by

consequence, [0 make something of our o\\'n from them,
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