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ABSTRACT/SOMMAIRE 

This thesis begins by surv~ying briefly the discussiùn in philosophy of 
history of the function of point of view as a formal, a cognitive, and il 

cultural determinant in narrative historiography in relation Lo Boun!ieu':, 
theory of doxa and heterodoxy and Bakhtin' s concept of heteroglossla. 
with this theoretical framework established, a number of modern novelq 
concerned with history are then explored. Chapters devoted to Conrad' s 
Nostromo, Ford' s parade' s End and Faulkner' s Absalom, Absalom 1 examine the 

ultimately orthodox historiographical points of view of these '1ovels, 
while a chapter on the fiction of black American women engéiges the problem 
of historiography from the margins of the dominant culture. In the f ini'll 
chapter, pynchon' s V. is the focus of a discussion of postmodernism in 
relatiol1 to histod ographic discourse. 

Cette thèse commence par un bréf aperçu d'une discussion qui se présente 
dans le domaine de la philosophie de l'histoire concernant la fonction ou 
point de 'fue comme déterminant formel, cognitif et culturel pour 
l' historiographie narrative, par rapport à la théorie de do){a et 
l' hétérodoxie proposé par Bourdieu, et au concept de hétérogloss i - expr llTl'> 
par Bakhtin. Plusieurs romans modernes sont ensuite tHscutés dans le r::on
texte du cadre théorétique etabli. Les chapitres consa~rés à Nostromo dé 

Conrad, Parade' s End de Ford et Absalom, Absalom! de Faulkner ana lysent 
les ::>oints de vue, J.. inalement orthodoxes en terms histor iographique9, de 
ses romans, pendant qu'un chapitre traitant de la fiction des femmes Af ro
Américaines examine la quesr ion de l' historiographie des marges d'unG cul
ture dominatrice. Dans le chapitre final, V de Pyncpon fait la mise au 
point à une discussion traitant du postmodernisme par rapport au discours 
historiographique. 
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Pêltt l 

Hlstory, Narrative, and "Jc!rrlnq Wlt tl,·.".\,,~ 

The problem discussed in this theslS COnCPll1', t h,.- flll\\'t 1"11 1,1 !'" 1 11\ 

of view as an inevitable locus for the org,1111 zat 1011 ,'f Ildl 1,1t J'J,' 1"l't ,. 1'1 

tation. Whlle the problem of point of view has bepl1 il CPllll,il <>/t" III ,II 

eussions of fiction at least since Henry Jdmes (the wln t, ul P'!ll'Y Llll·l, .. 

or \oJayne Booth being notable instances l ), my own applopridl.oll nf tll" t'II' 

is less formalist, even less purely literary perhaps, dnd nwl'S IntICh 1 (' t II' 

discussion of the function of narrative itself in lhe repre"cllt ,II 1"11 • ,1 

hlstory. Indeed, the narratives in question are aIl t went 1"\ h-("'Ilt 111,/ 

novels concerned with historical or pseudo-historH'dl (,vl'nt:" d/ld wh"" 

eharacters are depicted against a specifically historlCcd hackql()lllIl! 1',1 

this reason, the problem of point of view in narratlve hi'3torloqldphy d. 

weIl as in narrative fiction is important, and l begin wil h d dl'" Il'.'>1,,[1 

of the handling of this problem in modern Anglo-Amer iCdn ph 1 1 C) (1)!d1Y (,f 

history. The line l follow in Part l !::tarts with F. H Srild lev dllli 1 \111, 

through to Hayden White, and my coneern ~ s with how each theor i le'> 1 h,' 

process of making a coherent na rrati ve out 01 tltt:: .'ldmi lledl y ci 1 V,~ 1 ',l' 

materials that comprise the totality of the histori~al field 

ideas that emerge out of the discussion are then addresbed in u!ldt 1011 t (, 

concepts of the heterodoxic and the heteroglossic in BourdIeu MId Hdrltl lIt 

respectively. 

l "The who le intricate question of method, in lhe cra ft of fi (:1 l "fi, " 
writes Percy Lubboek, "1 take ta be governed by the questi0n of 1 h,~ P'JI/,I 
of view" (251). 
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S~nc~ the 0~gPteenth century, hlstory has come ta be m0st com-

munly thougr.t of as an cr::der::ly narratlve. 2 MOl:"e recently however, the 

academlC and sc~ent~flc respectabillty of histor~ans has at times been 

impugned on the =as~s 0f t~e d~D10US tr~th-clalms that can be made for the 

works cf scholar::s whose maln task often appears ta be story-telling, in 

however erudlte a form. Hayden white observes that for some crltics 

the =ontinued use by historlans of a narrative mode of repre
sentation is an index of a failure at once methodological and 
theoretlcal. A dlscipllne that produces narratl.ve accounts of 
its subject matter as an end ln ltself seems methodoIoglcaI1y 
unsound; one that investigates ltS data ln the interest of 
te11:ng d stery about the~ appears methoaologically deflclent. 
(26) 

ThlS lmplies a need for a more r:gorous posltivist methodology, but hlS-

lorlans have aIse run lnto problems when applying seientific models ta 

h1.stor::y. The most impor::tant at tempt of this kind remains Hampel' " ccver-

ing Law model,J CJt the lnfluence of thlS theory has waned in recent 

years. 

This is not, however, the place to re-open the long-standing debate 

over the distinct~on between nomothetic (general law) and idiographic 

(individual deSCtlption) sciences and over:: the posltion of histor::y in this 

7 See White's "The Politics of Historieal Interpretatlon: Discipline 
and De-Sublimation" (1987) fa>: a discussion of sorne of the implications of 
thlS development. 

] While much has been written for and against this model, the cen
tral statement of the position is Hempel' 5 "The Function of Gener.31 Laws 
1.n History." A nu:":".ber of problems with this model, and with the modified 
versions of it that have been advanced, are discussed in Mink's essays. 
See aiso Ankersmlt (1986) for a brief survey of recent developments 1.n the 
f leld. 
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scheme. 1 For t.he purposes of this thesls, r will me'll' ,n J, •.... 1 "ll!1I" th. 

importance of narrë:tive form in historiography 

tive element can be proven to be problemaLic or even Illl.'ll"I, 11 1"'1 

sists, both in academic and in more popular w'Hk~ ot h.,d,'IY 

Gramsci almost says, 5 all people a re in a Sell'3e t. ist nr l,Ill', t (' h. 1 111>,;1 1 " 

that each pers, 1 carries a sense uf 'Che past ill hl'3 ut h'_'1 !fIllld, .tilt! 1 Il''/' 

is a strong narrative element in the discour·it.' thc1t Wl' dJl ("'11.1\1, t .rl .. .tll 

that past. 

4 These terms are Windelband's, r'or a discussion of Ih'.· dppll(,j
bility of these terms, see Collingwood (1956 166-68). 

:, Gramsci writes: "It is essential ta destroy the wldp',;pr .. "rl 
prejudice that philosophy 1S a strange and difficult thln'] just t,(;('dlJ',(~ JI 

is the specific intellectual activity of a particular cdtegory of ~p0~i"l

ists or of professional and systematic philosophers, It mu:>t fi r ·,t t,,~ 

shawn that aIl men are 'philosophers', by def ining the l irni 1:> rlrld r;hd rd' -

teristics of the 'spontaneous philosophy' which i'3 proper ta e'Jî;ryhn'Jy" 
(323) . 
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Atl'3l'Jtle states in the F'oct.l.CS that a plot "must be an Jmitatlon nf 

dn dct ion lhat 15 one and whole." He acknowledges that there i'I re, 

however, "many actions 1"1 the life aL a single person from which no over-

ail un1ty of action emerge5" and which are therefore not appropriate to 

plwt.ry, but only to history. In poetry 

it i5 necessary that the parts of the action be put together 
in such a way that if any one part i5 transposed Or removed, 
the whole will be disordered and disunified. For that who5e 
presence or absence has no evident effect is no part of the 
whole. (16) 

Ar15lotle i5 not concerned here with the problem that arises from the fact 

thdl )udgements involving "evident effect (s 1" may be neither absolute nor 

universal. The task of the historian, he writes, is "to narrate events 

tllat have actually happened" rather than, like the poet, ta .... rl.te about 

"events such as might occur," and "Poetry, therefore, is more philosophi-

cal and mo~e slgniflcant than history" (16-17). When poetry cornes clospst 

to history, presenting the disorder of actuality rather than the unit y of 

cl rl, 1 t is most inferior: "Of the simple plots and actions the episodic 

are the worst; and 1 mean by episodic a plot in which the episodes follow 

each other without regald for the laws of probability or necessity " (18). 

Sidney, in a restatement of the Aristotelian position in The Apology 

[or Poetry, characterizes the historian as "tied, not to what should be 

but to what is, to the particular truth of things and not to the general 

reason of things." As a result, ohis example draweth no necessary ~on-

sequence, and therefore a less fruitful doctrine" (107). Unllke the poet, 

the historian, bound to tell things as they were, cannot be 
liberal (without he will be poetical) of a perfect pattern, 



.a but [mus· show c101ngs, ~c>mt..l ln b., Il k" l, 'i( lltlt:" l,' t, t ~ 

mlsllkl'd Many t Imes he musl lei : l'Vt ':,: " wh" t .", t h. ' l' 

yield no C'dU.5t' or, if he do, l t ITHlst hl' P'I!'1 ll'.l 1 ( Ill)) 

Still, wlthoUl the poet''>I;Jttern of attIsllC unlty d',.\ luid,', "h,lw ~lll 

you disc2rn what to fnll() .. , huI. by yOUl cwn dl')(,I<,t 1"11", h,' ,l',k', (11(1) 

The impositIon of order on hl,.,torlCrll event s, "1 t h,_' ".t 1 1,-1 l'Hl ,>1 111".111111<1 

trom them is not the functlon of the hlslor tan ciC'>_'I.llll<j 

anè. history is ta that e~tt'nt an inferior dlSclplllle 

One of the founders (f mc,dern historiogldphy, LI'nl",ld '111I1 Hdllk .. , 

accepted tLese strlctures .. ith eVldent sallsfdctrr,n 

ment on the nature of the hlstorical pro)ect, he wr ILL", 

'l'a history has been given the function (Jf JUd'll11g th.' pd ,!, "t 

In~tructlng men for the proflt of future Y t'dl'; Th.: 1'11";"111 

attempt does not aspire to such a lofly undl:ltdklflq II 
merely wants LO show how, e~,,;entially, 1 hln<J'; hdPIH·n.·rj ( 1 j 1) 

Yet whether It is by th,~ dlscretlon of the hi"lorldn 01 1 hl' dl')('I"1 1<>11 " 

the reader (or sorne comllinatlon of th(; two), hi:;tollcal I1dlldl IV.", 

generally do manlfest il sense of arder in thel r reprp'wllt dll')ll (d t III' 

episodic chaos of temporailly, ThIS sense of older lS hd''''d, dl 1.·.\ ,t III 

pdrt, on the "discret ion" or pOInt of Vlew of the hl!,torldn, wtlO',!' t d,~ Il 

is--either implicitly or explicitly--to arbitrate betwe(~1l UI" V,11 iOII', 

accounts of the past aT1d decide which episode'3 have an "cvlrI'·n •• !f ff!(:1 .. 

and what that effect may be. Historians have not cont ent .'ri t h~.,m';(' 1 V'!', 

with the mere chronlcling of discrete events 

sors have continued to recount history in narratlve forIn, h • .!<,towin'j h,.;! li 

slgnificaflt arder and causal logic on the historlCdl fleld Ar:, vlln ~dllk.· 

himsE::lf acknowledges, "The intention of a historian dep'-;I1(i'l (JIl hl'> 'JI"d-

point, Il and "writers differ in the positions from whic-h they view t hl! hl'3-

tory" (135, 148), He altels the previous assessment. of h 1'3lory d'l 

excessively episodic by balancing the claims of tact dnd f0rm: 



1 Form results from lntent. -lOd subje::t mat.ter. One cannot 
demand of 3 historical wcrk the same free d~velopment which at 
least ln theory is sought in a poetical work Strict 
presentation of facts, no matter how condltlonal and unattrac
tive they mlght be is the supreme law. The development of the 
unlt.y and progrE'ss of th\.· '2vents [cornes] next in order of 
importance. (137) 

.. l dm (::<,nvHlced," he conciudes, "that a hlstorlcal work 11'ay . derive 

ILs InternaI logic from the intention', of the author and the nature of the 

task" (150). Authorial intentionallty, narratlve point of view, these 

t.hen éll.C mediating terms between episodic. chaos and coherent ndrrative in 

the representation of history. 

Hegel expresses a contradictory combinat ion of universality and 

enthnocentricism in his assertion that the "cultured human mind" (1953 21) 

cannat help distinguishing among the varlOUS manifestations of the world 

spirit "dS they appear in the struggle of worJd-wide historical inter-

c!Jls " Sorne of the interests Hegel cites as examples, however, seem quite 

specitlc ta nineteenth-century European concerns with nationallsm and 

colonialism. 

When we have before us the struggle of the Greeks against the 
Persians or Alexander's mighty domination, we know very well 
what interests us. We want to see the Greeks saved from bar
barism, we wa~t the Athenian state preserved, and we are 
interested in the ruler under whose leadership the Greeks sub-
jugated Asia ., We have here a substantial, an objective 
interest. 

The degree to which this historiographie dlscretion may truly be termed 

"objective," or the interests be conceived as "world-wide" or having a 

"universal aim" is dubious. Hegel, however, bases his claim on an idea of 

a universal human nature, a concept whose universality appears ultimately 

to oe undermined to sorne degree by its ascription of normathe and deviant 

status: 

In speaking of human nature we mean something permanent. The 
concept of human nature must fit all men and aIl ages, past 
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é:nd present, Th~s universal concl'pt may 3\1fft~1 i nt inl t l' 
modifications; but actually the UlllVPISdl 1'1 one ,1nd t lu· ·;dm.' 

essence in its most various mOciifl,:ations Thillkillq lt'! 1",'
tion dist:egards the var~ations and adhen's ln the \lrllVt'l.1dl, 
which under aIl circumstances i:3 dCllV.:è ln tlH' ::,amp m,Hlll"1 0111,\ 

sho',,'S itself in the same interest Tho UnlVl'I:"ll tYI'" "l'l'l'dl 
even in what seems ta deviate frorT' it lnl'"l :3t 11ll1qly. III t Ill' 

most distorted figure we can still di:,cern the hurn ,l11. (.' 1) 

What begins as descriptive soon become~ prescIlptive dS thL' i ll-dl'j 1,IL',j 

norms of human nature are characterized as suftering modificélt Inn, '1\1!> l'" 

ta deviance and distortion. Yet ther\:) exists a necessélry connect i()n 

between this positing of a normative human nature dnci the tacit o1dClf't I(\!, 

of a very definite viewpoint on history as a vantage point f rom wh i dl t n 

order events into a coherent narrative. 

The similarity of the r.-,ediating raIes played by concept:, ,,\1cll 01', 

intentionality and point of view in the discussion of the wrlt.inq nt hl 

tory as narrative, and the writing of narrative fiction tends tn w()rk 

against the absolute separation of these two genres. Gener le di fi "rt'!l"'''' 

certainly exist, yet inasmuch as bath seek ta construet coherünt nd rl.lI l v' 

representaticns of events the similarity ~s worth examining. As él lt".lllt, 

the following discussion of narrative and point of view in th" WI i t i rlCJ of 

history can be extended to elucidate problems in the writing ot firt iOCl <l', 

weIl. 

F.H. Bradley 

In his early work, The Presuppositions of Critical History (18"/1j), 

Bradley sets out, with brevity and clarity, a problem thal has c0ntlnu~~ 

to be a major source of difficulty in historiography: 

We ask for history, and that mea'lS that we ask for the simpl'! 
record of unadulterated tacts; we look, and nowhere do Wf! IITlrJ 

the abject of our search, but in its stead we see the 
divergent accounts of a host of jarring witnesses, a ch~o~ 01 

disjoined and discrepant narrations, and yet, while al l of 



l these can by no possibility be received as true, at the same 
time not one of them can be rejected as false. (85) 
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It is evident that for Bradley the possibility of accepting without inter-

vention "the divergent accounts of a host of jarring witnesses, a cr.aos of 

disjoined and discrepant narrations" is not to be considered. While 

expressing sorne reservation concerning the practical consequences, Bradley 

accepts it as "the task of the historian," even "his mission," to bring 

order to this chaos. However, as he hims~l~ recognizes, this mission runs 

immediately into a serious obstacle. To admit that the historian has the 

responsibility ta exercise a corrective influence "implies," he observes, 

"a preconception, and denotes in a sense a foregone conclusion. The 

straightening of the crooked rests on the knowledge of the straight, and 

the exercise of criticism requires a ::anon" (85-86). "Canon" here is used 

in the sense of rule, model, or law, and tne problem of establishing ù 

legitimate canonical authority assumes a central importance in Bradley's 

discussion. 

Bradley attempts ta confront the issue of subjectivity in his-

toriography head on. His title, he explains, "anticipates the result that 

a history without so-called prejudications is a mere delusion, [and] that 

what does everywhere exist is history founded upon them." What he hopes 

to provide is a theory whereby "true preconceptions" may be "consistently 

developed throughout the entire field" (87). He proceeds to look at the 

sublime diversity of the historical field, the instability of the his-

torlcal record, and at dlfficulty inherent in attempts to stabilize or 

control it: 

If we take the simplest historical fact, and reflect on the 
complex nature of the transition it attempts ta express, it is 
clear ta us that we are cancerned with a number af judgements, 
the multitude of which wearies our attempts at analysis. (90) 
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Bradley then moves to an adrnittedly paradoxical resolution: in pt:ill't ice 

"these many judgements are united, and, as it ware, t:esol ved in é! :, ingl; 

judgement which answers to the whole event [Il n oLller wonls il i:; 

a conclusion." Historical facts then are conclusions, but 

a conclusion, however much it may appear so, is never lhe fic
tion of a random invention. We bring la ilS assertion the 
formed world of existing beliefs . [Olut: lealities are 
built up of explicit or hidden inferences; in a single word, 
our facts are inferential. 

Thus it is possible to get from this episodic chaos ta a sense of arder 

through the proper exercise of judgement--the function of discretion 

described earlier by Aristotle and Sidney. In fact, he concludes, "Such 

is ... the constitution of the narrated event." This leaves open a 

fairly wide door. Two questions regarding Bradley's inferentiaJ facts 

arise: first, what effect does this process of inference have on the 't:aw 

material' of history? Second, how is the inferential orientation 

grounded? 

Bradley asserts that "rightly to observe ~s not ta receive a series 

of chaotic impressions, but to grasp the course of events as a connecled 

whole" (92). This is the corrective function demanded of the historian 

earlier. Our ideas of the past 

become trustworthy solely through a process of constant and 
habituaI corrected recollection; the correction being in every 
case the determination of an order by fixing its elements i~ 

their proper relations, and its result is a mediated sequence 
of phenomena. (93) 

This mediùtion or imposition of order is inevitable: "in every case that 

which is called the fact is in reality a theory"; in short, "all our his-

tory is a matter of inference" (94), and "in the realm of history we have 

and can have no facts whatever which do not hold in their essence and 

depend for their existence on inferential reasoning" (92). The essential 
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distinction, according to Bradley, is between the historian who is unaware 

of his presuppositions and the one "who consciously orders and creates 

from the known foundation of that which for him is the truth," thus pro-

lecting himself "(so far as is possible) from the caprices of fiction" 

(96). The end result of this corrective inferential act then is the crea-

tion of narrative order, continuity, and coherence; it makes sense of his-

tory. 

But how are the "proper relations" to be defined? Bradley is 

equally unequivocal regarding the second problem, the specifie orientation 

of Inferences: history, he writes, is inevitably a n'atter of Inference: 

And this Inference furthermore can never start from a back
ground of nothingi it is never a fragmentary isolated act of 
our mind, but is essentially connected with, and in entire 
dependence on, the character of our general consciousness. 
(95-6) 

At this point Bradley seems ta accûpt the stability of consciousness as 

the corrective to the instability ot the historical record. To the charge 

that consciousness may be no more stable, he replies forcefully, alluding 

to the power of law in two senses of the word. Following a discussion of 

scientific laws of nature, he turns (as Hegel does) to human nature, 

dramatically asserting that if 

the actions of man are subject to no law, and in this sense 
irrational, then the possibility of history, l think, must be 
allowed to disappear, and the past to become a matter of 
almost entire uncertainty. For, if we are precluded from 
counting on human nature, our hold on tradition is gone, and 
with it weIl nigh our only basis for historical judgement. 
(99) 

There is a kind of shi ft here from a universal idea of human nature to a 

particular tradition, from the general to the specifie culture whose 

tradition appears threatened. At the same time the laws of nature, par-

ticularly of human nature, begin to merge with the laws of particular 
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social groups and the exercise of power on behalf of "weighl ier inter-

ests." The laws of human nature, it seems, are strictly entorced: 

where the weightiest interests are at stake, and as long as 
criminals are executed in many cases by righl 01 what cames to 
a construction of the laws of human action, so long will thCI0 
be at least no practical necessity for the discarding of 1.15-

torical evidence in favour of the doubts, or pelhaps the 
dogmas, of any man. 

As in Hegel, human nature has almost imperceptibly shifted [rom being a 

descriptive term to being a prescriptive one. In sum, Bradley argues that 

the presupposition of critical history "is the uniformity of law"; a law, 

it might be added, whose coercive power is clear--weighty interests have 

the power to delineate the boundaries of the laws of human nature and to 

prescribe and en force the punishment of transgressors. 

The role of critical consciousness recalls the previous reference 10 

capital punishment and the coercive power of law: it demands a "oneness," 

an "intelligible unit y" tl02), that separates it from the "chaos of dis-

joined and discrepant narrations" and the "jarring witnesses." In this 

newly unified historical world, "Every part here must live, and live in 

the life of the whcle. The dead matter. must render an account of 

its claims" (102-03). In the end, "It is the world of critical observd-

tian" then, "which thus in its hands has sentence of life and death" 

(103), he argues, in a statement echoing his reference to the execution of 

criminals. While Bradley no doubt does not intend the rather chilling 

political overtones of his metnphors, they are nonetheless appropriate ta 

the stakes involved in legislating the meaning of history 

At any rate, Bradley's principles of exclusion are twafold: lhe wit-

ness must appear to be reliable and to shdre, to a degree, our point of 

view on the events under consideration. The criterion of reliabilily is 
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• 
certainly far from self-evident, yet it is the second criterion that is 

the focus of much of Bradley's attention: 

wherever the so-called "fact" is made by subsumption under a 
view of the world different from our&, wherever we fail to 
make out that the Judgement rested (consciously or uncon
sciously) on an ordered system identical with our own, there 
the "fact" cannot be affirmed except on analogYi for, since 
the narrative is based on beliefs different from ours, the 
facts are affected by the beliefs, or, for anything we know, 
they may be SOi we have no security that they are not 
affected. And the application of the dbove is, that any nar
rat':'ve of "facts" which involves judgements proceeding from 
. . . a view of the world which, as a whole or in respect of 
the part in question, differs from ours, cannot have such 
force as to assure us of any event un-analogous to present 
experience. (107) 

As examples of t nacceptable narrative agents he cites "The orthodox 

Catholic" who "gets no hearing for his stories, " and "the uneducated" 

whose "tales . . . concerning witchcraft or spectres do not find much more 

favour" (109). Although Bradley is addressing himself to an academic 

problem,6 nevertheless, in light of England's imperialist power, a 1egis-

lat ion of acceptab'e historical narrative (and, as Bradley acknowledges, 

implicitly of human nature) that condemns to death (to use his metaphor) 

the narratives of other cultural groups has an almost explicit--if not, 

perhaps deliberate--political relevance. 

The function of history then i5 the creation and enforcement in 

accounts of the past of a rational order and a unified tradition, not a 

desire to remain open to the play of cultural difference. "Jarring wit-

nesses" must be silenced, and the "chaos of disjoined and discrepant nar-

6 This es say was written partly in response to the debate between 
Christian supporters of the historical truth of the Bible, and those whose 
rational positivism tended to make them sceptical of much in the Bible-
particularly the accounts of miracles. See Lionel Rubinoff's introduction 
to the book, as well as Collingwood's discussion of Bradley in The Idea of 
History. 
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rations" must be made coherent by coercion or, where possible, by slmpll' 

occlusion of the discrepant elements. Whlle we are intcrestcci in st IldylIlq 

the past, "where we encounter an alien element which we cannat rc<'oqtl i 7,' 

as akin to our selves, that interest fails, the hope and purpose whicll 

inspired us c:ies, and the endeavor is thwarted" (115). Ile abandons t hl~ 

"alien element" to the death of hope and purpose, continuing the meldphnl 

of the power of the law over life and death that has run throughout his 

discussion of cultural difference. The "oneness of humani ty" (114) Sl'l'm:i 

to be connected here and throughout with the coherent and cantinuous 

orderly narrative pattern which it is the historian's task lü creale. And 

the coercive element of legislative power is brought into focus by Brtld-

ley's example: historical events, he argues, 

form no continuous whole, the series presents gaps which d 

positive process is necessary ta fi11 . It is a su!fi-
cient answer ta any difficulties which may be raised as ta lhe 
construction of a past arder ta point to the procedure of our 
police courts, where, in addition ta the reconstruction of lhe 
witnesses by cross-examinatlon, the sequence of events i5 
reached by an active combinat ion from present data. (124) 

If the outside limits are prescribed by 1egal power, within thosc 

bounds the unit y and coherence of history are guaranteed by the personal 

experience of the critical historian. "Everything . depends on per-

sonal experience" (141). If this is so, it follows that everylhing must 

be equally dependent on whose "personal experience" is legitimi zed as the 

canon or model by which the police courts of history make their judge-

ments: 

As is the man, 50 are his facts. Uneducated persons and chil
dren transform to their own likeness aIl they assirnilate: and 
savages are in many cases literally unable to take in what to 
us seern simple impressions of passivity, for this sufficienl 
reason that they have no internaI worid which answers ta th~m, 
no premises under which to subsume them. (141) 
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Some accounts of history need not be taken seriously because they are not 

based on "critical presuppositions." Orthodox Catholics, the uneducated, 

and now children and savages join the list of jarring witnesses whose nar-

ralions may be excluded. Because such groups lack a rational critical 

system for the appropriaLion of facts, he claims, their personal observa-

tion dnd actual experience can be discounted. Thus, systematic order is 

brought to the chaotic field of historical narrative. Yet it remains very 

much a matter of opinion whose presuppositions are truly systematic and 

"critical" and whose are superstition and dogma. Bradley's sense of the 

vulnerability of his position is, perhaps, registered in his repeated 

appeal to the coercive force of law and the need to disallow such 

illegitimate transgressive history as can be ruled out of order, to 

silp.nce jarring witnesses whose narrative testimony can be stricken from 

the officlal record and whose agents can be prosecuted to the fullest 

extent of the law. 

Early in the Essay, Bradley presents a suggestive metaphorical dis-

cussion of history. His target i5 the uncritical historical method that 

would passively accept testimony and authority at face value, and the 

metaphor employed is sexual. Throughout the es say Bradley uses, not sur-

prisingly, the masculine pronoun "he" to refer ta historians. In this 

passage he characted zes history as "she", and pursues the metaphor at 

some length. History can, it seems, be a stern victorian mistre8~: her 

unresponsive body is presented as a "tranquil expanse no h~eath of thought 

can ruffle" as "she demands from the historian the surrender of his judge-

ment" and refuses "the projection of his desires and fancies into a region 

for ever paS5ed from the limit of creation" (SS). Desire is not, however, 

extinguished, and Bradley elucidates the dire consequences of this kind of 

1 

1 
1 
j 
1 
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erotically charged but unsatisfying relationship. Hislory ttas many wpuld-

be loyers and in effect leaves a trail of historiographical brnkOl1 herlrt~ 

behind: "Writer after writer ln rapid succession takes up the nl"V!!r-

exhausted theme the passion of the mind to be al ham,-' Hl Ils oh Jf'ct , 

the 10ng1ng ta think the thing as it is in itself, and as ail men have 

failed to think it before" (86). Yet they are not easily dlscouraqed, and 

the erotic urge returns "[w]ith every fresh standing-ground gained by lhe 

growth of experience, vith every rise of the spirit." Due to lhe 

incommensurable claims made on history by its many suitors, each of whom 

seems to represent her differently, the uncritical historian faces a 

dilemma: how can the beloved body truly be possessed? Th 1S di lemmcl t Iwn 

leads to an erotic impasse: "Impotent to deny the existence of lhese 

tacts, and powerless to expIain them, the uncritical conSC10usness refu~ps 

to advance, or advancing loses ho Id on aIl reality." The resull thun 1~ cl 

kind of historiographic detumescence, perhaps premature narration or evtm 

an act of narration that violates the available facts. 

without consummation, of course, there can be no reproduclion, and 

in the end the disillusioned historian\lover 

is forced to see in the place of its reproduction an origina
tion, in the place of its witness a writer of flclion, in lhe 
place of its fact a theory; and its consistent issue is the 
barren skepticism which sees in history but a weary labyrinth 
of truth and tangled falsehood, whose clue is buried and lo~t 

in the centuries that lie behind. 

The product of the relationship then, its offspring, is withoul even the 

erotic desire that drove its predecessol, and the body of h1~lory nn 

longer possess an erotic attraction. Although sorne kind of reproduct.ivp 

relationship is clearly called for by Bradley, he finds it absolutely 

necessary to limit and control the creative relationship within stricl 
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bounds. Having accepted that the chastity of history must be compromised, 

his dilemma then becomes saving her from promiscuity: history cannot be 

permitted to have relations with just anyone. 

While in the balance of the essay Bradley's central metaphor is 

legal rather than sexual, nonetheless the stakes remain the same: once the 

door ta the subjective element in the interpretation of t- "tory--indeed in 

aIl interpretation--has been opened, som~' rule or law must be invoked to 

ensure that it does not swing too far open, to regulate who may have the 

authority to narrate from among the jarring witnesses. History mav no 

longer remain chaste, but she cannot be allowed to become promtscuous. 

R.G. Collingwoad 

Collingwood, in his influential work The Idea of History (published 

posthumously 1946), characterizes Bradley as the greatest English 

philosopher of his time (238). Like Bradley, Collingwood works his dis-

cussion of the philosophy of history from an engagement with the problem 

of human nature, yet an important difference sep3rates them. The 

eighteenth-century historians and philosophers, Collingwood writes, 

assumed that human nature had existed ever since the creation 
of the world exactly as it existed among themselves. Human 
nature was conceived substantialistically as something static 
and permanent, an unvarying substratum underlying the course 
of historical changes and aIl human activities. (82) 

The problem of difference could be accounted for only by positing that 

human nature is "imperfectly developed in children, idiots, and savage.," 

(82), a normative use of the term that recalls Hegel. It was easy for the 

eighteenth-century philosophers to make this mistake, he argues, "because 

their historical perspective was so short, and their knowledge of cultures 

other than their own so limited" (224). Instead, a historicized theory of 
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human nature is needed to replace the Enlightenment l.!pn of cl 11llivl~lsdl 

history: 

a genuine h~story of man would have to be d tl1story of IIOW n •. lll 
came to be what he is, and this would imply thinklng n1 hlllTldll 

nalure, the human nature actually existlnQ ln eighteenth 
century Europe, as the product of an hist"l ica l pr ocess, 
whereas it was regarded as the unchanging presurposit ion ni 
any such process. (84-5\ 

Collingwood pursues this analysis an interest in') ster furLhel i Il Il i:, 

subsequent critique of Herder's conception of history Hunier moved 

beyond a single monolithic human nature; he was, wrltes Co11':'ngwood, "t h~' 

first thinker to recognize in a systematic way thaL Lhere are differences 

between different kinds of men, and that human nature is not uniform bill 

diveJ::sified . not a datum but a problem" (90-91). Herder does not 

offer a theory of a historicized human nature, however, but bases culturrll 

diffcrence on the idea that "each race, once formed, 1S a specifie lyp~~ (Jf 

humanity which has permanent characteristics of its own" (90). Thus, 

instead of the Enlightenment "conception of a single flxed human nature Wl' 

now have the conception of several fixed human natures . . There 19 

still no conception of a people's character as having been made what il l~ 

by that people's historical experience" (91). C01lingwood's rejection of 

this theory, written during the 1930s, becomes scathing as he 1 inks it ln 

Eurocentrist apologies for imperialism and racism: 

At the present time, we have seen enough of the evi1 con
sequences of this theory tn be on our guard against it . 
Today we only know it as a sophistical ex~use for national 
pride and national hatred. The idea that there is a Europedn 
race whose peculiar virtues render it fit to dominate the rest 
of the world. . we know to be scientlflcally base]ess and 
politically disastrous. (91-92) 

"Once Herder's view of race is accepted," Co11ingwood argues, "there Ü, 

no escaping tile Nazi marriage laws" (92). 
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What historians should be interested in, according to Collin~wood, 

is Lhe historical specificlty of culture, human nature, and social 

lnstltutions. Historians then find their subject in "the social cU5toms 

which [people) create by their thought as a framework within which their 

appeLites find satisfaction in ways sanctioned by convention and morality" 

(216). This casts the problem of subjectivity in history in an interest-

ing light and recalls Bradley's distinction between analogous and non-

analogous experiences. Historical inquiry, Collingwood argues, thus not 

only reveals information about past events but also demonstrates the 

strengths and weaknesses of the historian's own mind: 

whenever he flnds certain historical matters unintelligible, 
he has discovered a limitation of his own mind; he has discov
ered that there are certain ways in which he is not, or no 
longer, Or not yet, able to think. (218) 

The problem of what is available ta thought, of what is quite literally 

unthinkable and inconceivable, involves questions of ideology, hegemony, 

and doxa. Collingwood seems to hover on the brink of this kind of analy-

sis. 

Cer.tain historians, sometimes whole generations of historians, 
find in certain periods of history nothing intelligible, and 
call them dark ages; but such phrases tell us nothing about 
those ages themselves, though they tell us a great deal about 
the persons who use them. (218-19) 

Ilaving established the problem of what is or is not thinkable, Colling-

wood's next move, a move consonant with his desire to historicize the idea 

of human nature, might have been to examine the political, social, and 

historical determinations which delineate the horizon of the thinkable. 

But this i5 a step he doe5 not take; instead, he works through the indi-

vidual historian, the "strengths and weaknesses" (219) of whose 

senslbility determine the scope of any historjcal account. 



1 Like Bradley, he is engaged in a rear-gudrd aClion aqaln~t 

positivism, and perhaps it is in response to th.1.S pressure thdt hl' 

valorizes the individual consciousness as the unit of hlSlOI"y pdl 

excellence: for Collingwood, individual consciousness cnnslllllte:; l'ut li th. 

subjectivity of the historian and the historical abject ln he sllldit'd 1 t 

is the thoughts of historical agents that for~ the abject nt hl~lolic,ll 

attention, not the institutions or social structures within whicll t IH'Y 

lived. Collingwood introduces aro almost structurahst theory of d 111',-

torically variable "a priori imagination" (241) structuring indiv du"l 

thoughts and responses at any given time. 7 Not only is the imaglnrlt 1"11 ,>1 

the historian framed by these a priori structures of thought, the rnc-Ilt dl 

habits and cognitive processes of the people studied are simllarly :,lId!,,'rj 

Thus social institutions and conventions articulate, perhaps homnlogi-

cally, the a priori imaginations of the people lnvolved in them A', dll 

example, one could cite the idea of hierarchy in medieval society' th,· 

position of hierarchy as an organizational principle in phi losophy, th •• , 1 

ogy, and social institutions suggests that sorne implicit concept or 

hierarchy might be a basic organizational principl~ in the medieval a 

priori imagination. 

Collingwood's insistence on the priority of the individual con-

sciousness separates him from many contemporary thinkers who conversuly 

emphasize the degree to which the thoughts ot people are constituted by 

the institutions within whicr. they live. "Institutions," he argues, "dl" 

constituted by the way in which they are thought of by the peorl e li 'J J f!(1 

7 W.H. Dray discusses this concept in "R.G Collingwooo dnd t tr,· l, 

Priori of History." See Alan Donagan for a full rliscussion of Cnll iWj
wood's work. 
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under them" (1969 175). By accepting the existence of incommensurable 

systems of a priori imaginations (presuppositions), the historian could 

theori,e the gap in what appears as thinkable to different cultures at 

different times, but Collingwood does not make this connection. While 

accepting the existence of this gap, as Louis Mink notes S, Collingwood 

omits an analysis of why it exists or what specifically changes in order 

to rnake thinkable what had previously not been so. Indeed, this is not 

even acknowledged as a problem. 

Collingwood goes a step beyond Bradley's idea of a "critical" his-

tory and speaks of a "constructive history" (240) that "is in no way 

arbitrary or merely fanciful .... [O]ur construction involves nothing 

that is not necessitated by the evidence, it is a legitimate historical 

construction of a kind without which there can be no history at all" (240-

41). He is quite unequivocal about the importance of the imaginative 

faculty which, "however unconscious we may be of its operation 

bridg[es] the gaps between what our auth~rities tell us, gives the his-

torical narrative or description its conti'iuity" (241). He goes on to 

warn against underestimating "the part played by the historical imagina-

tion, which is properly not ornamental but structural. Without it the his-

torian would have no narrative to adorn" (241). One of his examples is 

the mental connection essential to coherent narrative that OCCurs when a 

ship is sighted first at one point at sea, then a bit further on. The 

imagination fills in the gap by assuming its movement between these 

8 See Mink, Mind, History, and Dialectic: The Philosophy of R.G. 
Collingwood. Mink's study of Collingwood evidently influenced his work in 
the philosophy of history in the same way that Collingwood himself was 
influenced by Bradley. 
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points, thus constituting a narrative. But as Collingwood pursues his 

theory of historical knowledge, even the stable points of historiographi-

cal reference begin to grow tenuous: 

The historian's picture of his subject ... thus appears as a 
web of imaginative construction stretched between certa~n 
fixed points provided by the statements of his author~ties; 
and if these points are frequent enough and the threads spun 
froM each to the next are constructed with due care . . . the 
who le p~cture is constantly verified by appeal to these data, 
ap~ runs litt le risk of 10sing touch with the real~ty wh~ch ~t 

represents. (242) 

But this mode1 of the historiographie situation is, as Collingwood 

observes, seriously flawed in its attribution of excessive 

stability to the authorities and to the empirical data. The "supposedly 

fixed points" (243) constituted by facts and authorities are not finally 

static and should never be accepted without an element of scepticism. If 

the historical imagination is to "spin[) its web" with clarity, th1S act 

must be part of a larger dynamic process of "critical thinking. ,,3 It is 

at this point that Collingwood moves to complete Bradley's "Copernican 

revolution in the theory of historical knowledge" (240). 

l am now driven to confess that there are for historical 
thought no fixed points thus given: in other words, that ~n 
history, just as there are properly spea~ing no authorities, 
so there are properly speaking no data. (243) 

Collingwood's solution lies in his concept of imagination, which he 

continues to elaborate. 

The web of imaginative construction is something far more 
solid and powerful than we have hitherto realized. 50 far 
from relying for its validity upon the support of given facts, 
it actually serves as the touchstone by which we decide 
whether alleged facts are genuine. (244) 

9 See Hans Kellner's "Time Out: The Discontinuity of Historical Con
sciousness" for a discussion of the problem o~ gaps in historical 
understanding. 
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And what are the operating principles of this imagination? The need to 

make sense, "ta incorporate [data) into a coherent and continuous picture 

of my own" (245). Again, the construction of historical coherence is nei-

ther arbitrary nor "the fiction of a random invention," as Bradley phrased 

it. "Whatever goes into it, goes into it not because [the historian's] 

imagination passively accepts it, but because it actively demands it" 

(245) . Collingwood argue~ that the novelist and the historian are alike in 

that "Each aims at making his picture a coherent whole . . . . The novel 

and the history must both of them make sense" (245). The fundamental dif-

ference between them is that the latter also has to "construct a picture 

of th ings as they really were and of events as they really happened" 

(246). Certainly, this picture must be constructed through historicaJ 

evièence, but what is historical evidence? It is, he argues, whatever the 

historian "can use as evidence. ,,10 

The enlargement of historical knowledge comes about mainly 
through finding how to use as evidence this or that kind of 
perceived fact which historians have hitherto thought useless 
to them . . . . Evidence is evidence only when sorne one con
tempJ ates it historically. (246-47) 

Unless called into play as evidence, su ch Information remains, he con-

cludes, "historically dumb." Collingwood' s insight is supported by the 

fact that evidence necessary for the writing of women" s history, for exam-

pIe, or histories of the lower classes or colonized races was available 

long before it was considered historically relevant. With this we are 

10 In The English Historical N?vel, Avrom Fleishman disputes even 
this limited distinction between the novelist and the historian, arguing 
that it "breaks down even in his own terms." Since the historian's pic
ture is an imaginative reconstruction, the fact that its coherence is 
based on documents and artifùcts does not necessarily distinguish it 
markedly from the novelist's coherent picture (5). 
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almost back to Bradley' s sentence of death on those "jarring witnesses" 

who with their "chaos of disjoined and discrepant narrations" are for 

whatever reason outside the laws that mark the boundaries of legitimate, 

coherent and continuous history. Collingwood seems ta reeagnize, rather 

more sympathetically, the manner in which jarring witnesses have often 

been rendered speechless, aphasie, by the presuppositions or d priori 

imagination of the historian. 

W.H. Walsh 

"One of the things that strikes the outsider most when he looks at 

history," observes walsh in Philosophy of History (1951), 

is the plurality of divergent accounts of the same subject 
. . . . differing and apparently inconsistent versions of the 
same set of events, each of them claiming to give, if not the 
whole truth about it, at any rate as much of the truth as can 
now be corne by. (98) 

This is , of course, very close to the problem described by Bradley, and 

in respanse, Walsh distinguishes between historical skepticism in which 

"subjective attitudes . . . constitute an insurmountable barrier ta true 

knowledge of the past," (108) and a "perspective theary" af histarical 

truth that would "accept the existence of irreducibly different points of 

view among historians" (109). In terms of the latter position, "objec-

tivity in history must be taken in a weakened sense: a history cauld be 

said ta be objective if it depicted the facts accurately from its own 

point of view." With this recognition of point of view and consequent 

abandonment of universality, Walsh is admitting the "jarring witnesses" 

and "disjoined and discrepant narrations," albeit reluctantly. This 

reluetance is registered in his suggestjon that "objectivity in a strong 

sense may after all be attainable by historians, sinee in principle at any 
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rate the possibility of developing a point of view which would win 

universal acceptance cannot be ruled out" (109). But this objectivity can 

only be accomplished if a single, universal historical point of view can 

be established, and the establishment of such a transcendental point of 

view inevitably involves a conception of human nature. 

In an argument that looks back to the ideas of presuppositions 

asserted by both Bradley and Collingwood, Walsh claims that every his-

tOll::..n has 

a fundamental set of judgements on which all his thinking 
rests. These judgements concern human nature: they al!. judge
ments about the characteristic responses human beings make to 
the various challenges set them in the course of their lives. 
( 65) 

These judgements encompass both trivial and essential aspects of human 

life, but the importance of the whole body of such judgements must not be 

underestimated since "it is in the light of his conception of human nature 

that the historian must finally decide both what to accept as fact and how 

to understand what he does accept." Walsh discusses three possible 

sources of such judgements. The first sourC'e is located in the his-

torian' s study of "human nature in the modern sciences of psychology and 

sociology" (66), and the third i5 the genius, ta lent, or insight of the 

individual historian whose powers of creative imagination are compared to 

those of the writers of great literature (67). The middle term 15 common 

sense. 

The understanding of human nature shown by hlstorians .• ls 
not diffe:rent frû:n that which we aIl display in our daily 
lives, and cornes from the 8ame S011.::ce. It i8 part of that 
vague amalgam of cu:trently recognized generalities, derived 
from common experience and more \)r less confirmed by our own, 
which we aIl accept for everyday purposes and know by the name 
of "common sense." (66) 
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The idea of common sense--sensus communis--like that of human nature, is 

central to the problem under discussion, but finally it dnes not resolve 

the difficulties of historical skepticism or perspectivism either. As 

long as differing accounts of human nature, different versions of common 

sense, co-exist, there will be jarring witnesses and discrepant narra-

tions, and Walsh realizes that "there is in the last resort nothing anyone 

else can do about it" (117). It is not possible ta "settle the dispute by 

reference to a body of unassailable fact, becé'use what is fact on one 

interpretation is not necessarily fact on another." Walsh uses as an 

example the disputes between Marxist and anti-Marxist historians, and 

while he does not discuss the political implications of these disputes, 

his example suggests an awareness of this dimension that is never fully 

articulated. 

Since "appealing to independent facts is thus not possible," Walsh 

argues that "the ultirnate attainment of a single historicai point of view, 

a set of presuppositions which all historians might be prepared to accept" 

must be hoped for. Such a position would solve the problem of Ins-

toriographic objecti vit y Or perspective "on Kant ian Unes, by the develop-

ment of an historical "consciousness in general", a standard way of think 

ing about the matter of history (117). Walsh acknowledges that this 

single, orthodox, historical point of view, this "historical 'conscious-

ness in general,'" must be "based on a true appreciation of the pos-

sibilities of human nature" (118) which is not as yet available. To 

accomplish this vision, 

the historian needs not merely standard knowledge of how 
people do behave in a variety of situations, but further a 
standard conception of how they ought to behave. He needs to 
get straight not merely his factual knowledge, but aiso his 
moral and metaphysical ideas. (118) 
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Thus, knowledge of human nature inevitably involves a larger vision of the 

world, of the universe, in which those humans live. Walsh admits that many 

today would not consider such knowledge possible, but he himself refuses 

to relinquish hope although "the achieving of it is clearly not going to 

be accomplished in the immediate future." There is for the moment no 

escaping Bradley' s "jarring witnesses," but he maintains his vision of a 

final unified version of human nature, and 

until it is accomplished an objective historical conscious
ness, whose princip1es would provide a framework for rational 
thought in history, must remain no more than a pious aspira
tion. And if it cannot be accomplished we have no alternative 
but ta fall back on the perspective theory discussed above. 
(118 ) 

It i5 a religious vision to sorne degree, invoking piety and a sense of a 

"fall" from a transcendent vision of history (doxa) in which the his-

torian, like Boethius' God, can see and comprehend the totality of human 

experience, to the secular interpretations and perspectives of finite, 

heterodox individuals .11 

Walsh' 5 best-known contribution to the debate concerning the narra-

tive representation of history is his theory of colligation. Walsh 

accepts that "the historian' s aim [is) to make a coherent whole out of the 

events he studies" (62), and given the impossibility of doing 50 (in any 

final ser.se) that results from our incomplete understanding of human 

nature, we are 1eft with the necessity of provisional solutions if we wish 

to make history coherent. The historian' s way of doing this 

Il Walter Benjamin' s similar formulation is more explicit: "nothing 
that has ever happened should be regarded as lost for history. To be 
sure, only a redeemed rnankind receives the fullness of its past--which is 
to say, only for a redeemed rnankind has its past become citable in all its 
moments" (254). 
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is to look for cert<l~n dominant concepts or leading ideas by 
which to il~uminat.e his facts, to trace connections between 
those ideas themselves, and then to show how the detailed 
facts become intelligible in the light of them by constructing 
a "significant" narrative of the events of the period in ques
tion. (62) 

This col~igation procedure is not perfect and makes no claim to the trans-

cendent vision Wa~sh hopes for; in fact, it "can be carried out with only 

partial success." The choice of concepts or ideas to be employed and 

their proper app~ication offers a wide margin of error, and "the 

intelligibility sought for can only be intelligibility within an 

arbitrarily delimited period." AlI these caveats notwithstanding however, 

Walsh argues that this is essentially whdt historians do, and he locates 

the construction of a significant narrative as a central act in the 

process. A significant narrative (as opposed to a "plain narrative" or 

chronicle) has two related characteristics: first, it aims not merely at 

saying what happened but also at (in sorne sense) explaining WhYi second, 

it is na srnooth narrative in which every event falls as it were into its 

natural place and belongs to an intelligible whol, , (31-33). 

Like Collingwood, Walsh compares the successful historian to a 

novelist or dramatist in this respect. As paradigms of significant narra-

tive, these works of art "consist not in a series of isolated episodes, 

but in the orderly development" of complex situations. Similarly, 

good history ~ossesses a certain unit y of olot or theme. And 
where we fail to find such a unit y we expel.ience a feeling of 
dissatisfaction: we believe we have not und Jrstood the facts 
we set out to investigate as weil as we should. (33) 

For Wa~sh then, as for Collingwood, literature presents a standard of 

coherence, a unit y of vision and an intelligibility, that can serve as a 

model for the historian, but one which might prove unacceptable ta rnany 

post-rea~ist novelists and literary academics. 
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1 The function of the historian is to make sense of history, to find 

in or impose on history a coherence and a narrative forro that make it seem 

at the same time "natural'·. While Walsh does not interrogate his use of 

the concept of events in their "natural place (5) ", the nature referred to 

here can only be a reference to the conception of human nature held by the 

historian. Consequently, the intelligibility and coherence are limited 

once again to those who share the historian's view of the world--

otherwise, the sense of natural place for the events of the narrative, the 

smoothness of the narrative flow, is disrupted. Walsh abandons, 

provisionally at least, the search for a transcendent point of view which 

might theoretically reconcile or contain aIL points of view. Instead, he 

settles for sornething much more limited, an idea of common sense, of a 

"fundarnental set of judgements," that enables the colligation of his-

torical evidence. A similarity can, to sorne degree, be recognized between 

Walsh's terms and Bradley's critical presuppositions or Collingwood's a 

priori imagination. They all attempt to describe the way that the his-

torian, however consciously or unconsciously, makes sen3e of a historical 

field that does not initially offer it5elf as a coherent totalitv, and 

they all do so through the focus of a point of view on that field that is 

based on an already structured sense of reality. 

W.B. Gallie: 

When Gallie argues in Philosophy and the Historical Understanding 

(1964), that "to follow" a narrative His to think--to connect, to 

appreciate continuities, to feel the forward-movement" (18), the place of 

jarring witnesses and their disjoined and discrepant narrations i5 not 

immediately clear. Nevertheless, "following, in this sense, is an essen-
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tial element in, or basis for, other more complicated forms of historical 

understanding." Gallie is adamant that the process of following a story 

is not ultimately a rational and conscious one, a characterization that 

places it, once again, in the category of common sense: "It would better 

to say that we are pulled along by it, and pulled at by a far more com

pelling part of our hurnan make-up than our intellectual presumptions and 

expectations" (45). 

The act of following a story requires "the cool application of our 

general knowledge of human nature" as a means of understanding "continuous 

and consistent processes" (46), but it is not confined ta this. There is 

as well "the capacity to follow events across discontinuities, con

tingencies, unpredictabilities of certain kinds." without this capacity, 

the possibility of narrative history could not ex~st. And just as there 

is not, for Collingwood, a universal histori~al imagination, for Gallie 

there are limits ta this capacity: the nature of the discontinuities we 

are able to accept without losing the coherence of the narrative depends 

in part on "the set or orientation of our sympathy for some particular 

character .. and partly upon the intrinsic nature of the kind of 

sympathy that has been established (46). When the narrative gaps or dis

continuities grow too great, the historian has recourse ta non-narrative 

explanation: Gallie uses the example of a commentator at a cricket match 

who occasionally is forced ta interrupt his narrative ta explain a rule. 

But by and large, rational knowledge remains subservient ta some more fun

damental presuppositions through which the sympathies are engaged. 

Indeed, unless these sympathies are somehow engaged the story would remain 

incomprehensible, rational knowledge notwithstanding: "unless we were in 
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sorne degree emotionally involved in a story, the point, nay the very 

existence of its climax would escape us" (47). 

Engaging the sympathies depends upon the "human interests" which a 

qiven set of events can be eoneeived to represent, on "their power to 

enlist certain peculiarly human feelings" (48): 

To be studied as history, a set of past human a~tions must be 
felt by members of some human group to belong to its past, and 
to be intelligible and worth understanding from the point of 
view of its present interests. (52) 

This is close t~ Collingwood's historiographical aphasia or Bradley's 

sentence of life and death in historiography, and constitutes an admission 

that followability is specifie to particular social groups at particular 

times. Human nature, for Gallie that "compelling part of our make-up," is 

not a universal. It is always from a specifie location that sense has to 

be made and that the processes of selection, exclusion, and organization 

of material must he orchestrated. "Historical understanding of any event 

involves seeing it in relation to other events that are at once its con-

text and its condition" (54). Sorne principle of selection, conscious or 

unconscious, must inevitably be invoked if representation is to take place 

at aIl. But, as Gallie argues, the selection of the event to be studied 

as weIl as the positing of a relation between it and another event is 

inevitably deeply embedded in the eontext of present interests. 

At one point Gallie, like Collingwood and Wa13h, refleets back on 

the earlier "historians' dream of a World or Universal history" capable of 

transeending the specifie social and historical situation of the historian 

and "connecting up ail the main historie themes that can be expected to be 

of interest to any intelligent reader of the age." Such a history would 

find its subject mat ~r in the achievements of those nations, religions, 

and cultures that have 
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served for a period as torch-car,iers for the civilization 
that is now common to "us all", which to Ranke meant common to 
all intelligent and educated citizens of any of the great 
nation-states of Europe and North America. But, alas, every 
such would-be-Univer~al history, like every narrower history, 
must be told with certain pre-selected interests ta the fore: 
e.g. for Ranke those of nineteenth-century national civiliza
tions. Even in his day this selectiveness showed a certain 
sociological lack of imagination: today it would be simply 
unthinkable. (54) 

It might be added that those principles of selection that are accepted as 

normal or commonsensical here and today may seem equally unthinkable 

(morally or quite literally) at another point in time or from another 

point of view. Yet the exigencies of historiography remain: the staries 

must be told and "in fairness, sorne selection of viewpoint must be made if 

history is to be written at ail" (54). The whole historical field, then, 

in its entirety is not a possible starting point: 

nothing but confusion can result from equating the idea of 
history with the idea of the total human pasto We need only 
add here that our ignorance of where the past limit of the 
proposed slice of space-time should be set, and of the nature 
and arder of importance of the main events that fall w1thin 
it, is terrifying in its immensity. (57) 

No ~arrative representation can do justice tQ the sublime scope of 

history as a whole. Ne?ertheless, the ideal of a total history or of one 

historical world, if unrealizable, remains as "a demand laid upon the con-

science, a challenge set ta the passion, of any and every historian" (61). 

The paradox persists that 

the historian is committed to the search for interconnected
ness and is thus drawn on by an ideal demand that expresses 
his ideal of the whole, of the one historical world. But at 
the sarne time, because of the inevitable selectiveness of all 
historical thinking, it is impossible that he should ever 
reach, that he could ever have come perceptibly nearer to that 
ideal goal. (61) 

The rhetoric and subject matter here recall Walsh's pious aspiration to 

achieve objective historical consciousness, but Gallie expresses more 
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fully, perhaps, the problem inherent in any such aspiration to objective 

or total history: 

But history is not just past human actions, nor just those 
past human actions that happen to be known by men of a later 
generation. !t is our name for the study of any past human 
action in so far as it is understood through its inter
connectedness with other actions which a particular community 
or generation regards as of special interest to chem. (62)12 

While Gallie does not discuss the political implications of the 

point, as is the case with Bradley's "weightiest interests," the pOlitical 

stakes are high, and it is worthwhile underlining the profoundly political 

nature of the way coherent historical narratives can be shaped by present 

interest. The point here is not to elaborate a 1984-style conspiracy 

theory of historiography, but to account for the way coherent historical 

narrative emerges from jarring witnesses (or communities of witnesses) and 

their disjoined and discrepant narrations. Nevertheless, as Foucault 

writes, historical discourse cannat escape its own historical situated-

ness: 

The more History attempts to transcend its own rootedness in 
historicity, and the greater the efforts it makes to attain, 
beyond the historical relativity of its origin and its 
choices, the sphere of universality, the more clearly it bears 
the marks of its historical birth, and the more evidently 
there appears through it the history of which it is itself a 
part. (371) 

12 Gallie here stays close to Collingwood who argues that we use 
"the present as evidence of its own past . . . . and any reconstruction of 
the past aims at reconstructing the past of this present, the present in 
which the act of imagination 1s going on, as here and now preceived" 
(247). Again, see Walter Benjamin who writes: "As flowers turn toward the 
sun, by dint of secret heliocropism the past strives to turn toward that 
sun which is rising in the sky of history .... For every image of the past 
that is not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threatens 
to disappear irretrievably" (255). 
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Gallie's assertion that "'our' history is whatever past actions our his-

torians have succeeded in making intelligible ta us, whoever 'we' happen 

to be," calls 3ttention to the importance of the first person pronouns in 

order to make clear the deterrnining influence, whether conscious or uncon-

scious, of social position and affilliation on the historiograph~c ac~. 

Louis O. Mink 

"[N] othing is more wonderful than common sense," wrltes Mink, and 

the "comfortable certainties" (182) of human nature and of universal human 

experümce present him with his first topic in hi~ seminal article "Narra-

tive Form as Cognitive Understanding" (1978). The echoes of Collingwood 

and of Gallie are clear: 

The cornrnon sense of an age, we recognize when we compare that 
age with others, may well be for different times or places 
beyond the limit of comprehension or even of fantasy. A pri
mary reason for this is that common sense of whatever age has 
presuppositions which derive not from universal human experi
ence but from a shared conceptual framework, which determlnes 
what shall count as experience for its communicants. (182) 

Mink does not pursue this suggestive argument at any length, however, but 

turns instead ta a consideration of a few "cornrnon sense" not ions of his-

torical narrative, a genre that he defines very broadly. Like Paul 

Ricoeur13 , he includes under the rubric of narrative a number of works 

that do not seem truly narrative. "Even histories that are synchronie 

studies," he argues, "inevitably take into aecount the larger process of 

development or change" (184). He uses this expanded notion of narrative 

in ordf".r te annex works, such as Huizinga' s The Waning of the Middle Ages, 

13 Ricoeur, as weIl, in Time and Narrative (v.l 208-17), gives the 
example of Braudel's work which is non-narrative but whieh, aecording to 
Ricoeur, covertly retains many properties of formal narrative. 
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which, strietly speaking, are non-narrative. While the book does not 

~tself have a narrative structure, its insertion into an overall narrative 

framework is evident from the title. 

For Mink, narrative is important not simply as an aspect of history 

or literature; rather it "is a primary cognitive instrument--an instrument 

rivaled, in faet, only by theory and by metaphor as irredueible ways of 

making the flux of experience comprehensible" (185). He forroulates two 

essential modes of understanding this flux, synchronie and diachronie, and 

as the foremost example of the latter, "narrative as such is not just a 

technic~l problem for writers and eritics but a primary and irreducible 

form of human comprehension, an article in the constitution of common 

sense" (186). 

Narrati~es contain or express the presuppositions and common sense 

of their authors, presuppositions and articles of eommon sense which may 

be very different. It 5eems clear then, he argues, "that our experience 

of life does not itself necessarily have the forro of narrative, except as 

we give it that forro by making it the 5ubject of stories" (186) The fact 

that \~e know how to construet coherent narratives, then, suggests that we 

are in possession of princip les of selection and exclusion which may or 

may not be eonsciously held. "Since we do recognize that a given incident 

i5 relevant or irrelevant to a certain narrativp., it would seem that we 

must be in possession of implicit criteria of relevance, Il and, "50 it 

would ':seem that we should be able to make explicit in a systematic way the 

criteria implieit in our recognition of relevanee and irrelevance" (187). 

Yet, he adds, this has not proved possible. 
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While this systematic explication has remained elusive, Mink 

nevertheless pinpoints a central presupposition behind the writing of n~r-

rative history. This is the idea 

that historical actuality itself has narrative form, which the 
historian does not invent but discovers, or attempts to dis
cover. History-as-it-was-lived, that is, i3 an untold story. 
The historian's job is to discover that untold story, or part 
of it, and to retell it even though in abridged or edited form 

. Properly understood, the story of the past needs only 
to be communicated, not constructed. (187-88). 

Mink traces this presupposition to the powerful concept of universal his-

tory, especially as formulated by Schiller and Kant. For Schiller, 

universal history "explains the whole contemporary world by discerning 

those chains of evants that have led up to the present, and displaying 

them as a single and coherent whole" (189). And Kant argued that "what 

seems complex and chaotic in the single individual may be seen from the 

standpoint of the human race as a whole to be a steady and progressive 

though slow evolution of its original endowment" (1963 190). As Colling-

wood points out, the enlightenment philosophers felt they had begun ta 

understand universal human nature and could therefore articulate a 

universal history from the point of view of the race as a whole. This 

confidence continues in Hegel as well, but a number of more recent 

philosophers, as we have seen, are notably less sanguine concerning this 

possibility. 

Mink delineates four related concepts comman to the idea of 

universal history: "the ensemble of human events belongs to a 3ingle 

storY"i "there is a single central subject or theme in the unfolding of 

the plot of historY"i "the events of the histori~al process are 

unintelligible when seen only in terniS of their immediate circumstances 

. . their beginnings and ends are arbitrary, and their narrative forrn 
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not fully determinate, until they are ensconced within the single envi-

sioned story"; and finally, "the great diversity of human events, customs, 

and institutions . [was regardedl as the per~utations of a single and 

unchanging set of human capacities and possibilities" (190-91). Each of 

these propositions has been discredited in modern philosophy, Mink argues, 

yet the ideas continue to permeate historical thinking. 

After pointing out a number of contradictions in the idea of 

universal history, Mink begins to conceptualize narrative as a form of 

cognition rather than of mimesis and to unfold sorne of the implications of 

such an argument: 

The cognitive function of narrative form, then, is not just to 
relate a succession of events but to body forth an ensemble of 
interrelationships of many different kinds as a single whole 

. The same event, under the same description or dif
ferent descriptions, may belong to different stories, and its 
particular significance will vary with its place in the se 
differenl--often very different--narratives. (198) 

The problems do not end here, however. Mink asserts that ftthere is sorne-

thing incompatible about our concept of 'event' and our concept of 'narra-

tive'" (200). The concept of an "event" is one borrowed fLorn the physical 

sciences and becomes awkward when pushed into history. What are the 

lirnits of an "event"? Is any even'C not composed of an infinite number of 

smaller events? Is it possible to theorize sornething like an 'eventeme'? 

It is clear that we cannot refer to events as such, but only 
to events undez a description: so there can be more than one 
description of the same event, aIl of them true but referring 
to different aspects of the event or describing it at dif
ferent levels of generality. But what can we possibly mean by 
"same event"? (199-200). 

He then reconceptualizes the relation of the two terms in such a way that 

narrative~ are no longer seen as built out of events as Bradley argued. 

Mink, somewhat in the manner of Collingwood's Copernican revolution, goes 

a step further and reverses the relation: 



"Events" (or more precisely, descriptions of events) are not 
the raw material out of which narratives are constructed; 
rather an event is an abstraction from a narrat~ve ... 
[and it is] a particular narrative cO~3truction which gener
ates the event's appropriate description. (201) 

Mink's analysis threatens seriously to destabilize the mind's per-

ceived ability to grasp discrete, concrete historical events. One is 

returned presumably to an idea of "interest" once again in search of a 

ground for historical knowledge. What then is the criterion of his-
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toriographical acceptability? How can we deal with the jarring witnesses 

and the disjoined and discrepant narrations? Considering his avoidance of 

the political implications of his argument, Mink's phrasing i5 remarkable' 

"aIl our experience of narratives suggests that there is no way of set-

tling on standard descriptions other than by arbitrary enforcemenl" (201). 

Mink does not address questions of power such as who may be enforcing 

standard or orthodox versions of events, against whom they might be 

enforced, what interests might be involved, or what might be at stake. 

For Mink, despite the acuteness of his analysis, these problems 

remain suspended, and he concludes that t-~s theory "does not put the past 

completely at risk" since individual statements of historical fact are 

essentially unaffected (202): 

But it does mean thdt the significance of the pa5t is 
determinate only by virtue of our own disciplined imagination. 
Insofar as the significance of past occurrences i3 
understandable onJ~, as they are locatable in the ensemble of 
interrelationships that can be gra5ped only in the construc
tion of narrative form, it is we who rnake the past deterrninate 
in that respect. If the past is not an untold story but can 
be made intelligible only as the subject of stories we tell, 
it is still our responsibility ta get on with it. 14 

14 In his introduction to Mink's essays, Vann reads this paragraph 
as a more or less unsuccessful attempt by Mink to shore up the ground of 
historiographie certainty that he nad eroded in his own critique of the 
event, as though he were not entirely cornfortable with the Sorne of the 
radical consequences of his own analysis (25). 



.. 4 

38 

The sense of peril introdueed in the idea of historiographie enforcement 

is extended here with a reference to "our responsibility" and the impor-

tance of the dut Y to continue to narrate the past in such a way as to both 

eonstruct its significance and maintain its truth claims. "It would be 

disastrous l believe," he writes, "if common sense were to be routed from 

its last stronghold on this point." The nature of the threatened disaster 

is nowhere spelled out, but it is elear that in this case there wou Id be 

no enforcable standard, no orthodoxy, no sensus communis by rneans of whieh 

the heterodox "jarring witnesses" cou Id be controlled. 

Hayden White: 

In his most recent collecti~n of essays, The Content of the Form 

(1987), White asks a familiar historiographie question: "What is 

involved, then, in that finding of the 'true story,' that discovery of the 

'real story' within or behind the events that corne to us in the chaotic 

form of 'historical records'?" (4). But White's discussion goes a step 

further than any discussed thus far: instead of limiting himself ta an 
of 

analysis/the method whereby narratlve order is imposed on the historical 

field, he aiso interrogates the motives for doing 50: "What wish is 

enacted, what des ire is gratified, by the fantasy that real events are 

properly represented when they can be shown to display the formaI 

cohereney of a story?" (4). 

White analyses the narrativization of historical events through a 

comparison with annals and chronicles. T\1e central distinction, one that 

in sorne ways removes history from the critiques of Aristotle and Sidney, 

l , 
~ 
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is that in a narrative "event5 must be not only registered in their 

original occurrence but narrated as weIl, that is to say, revealed as pos-

sessing a structure, an order of meaning, which they do not possess as 

mere sequence" (5). Since thi8 coherence i8 not to be found in the events 

themselves, it must be imposed from a specifie narratorial point of view: 

It is only from our knowledge of the subsequent history of 
Western Europe that we can presume to rank events in terms of 
their world-historical significance, and even that sig
nificance is less world-historical than simply Western Euro
pean, representing a tendency of modern historians to rank 
events in the record hierarchically from within a perspective 
that is culture-specifie, not universal at aIl. (9-10) 

By implication, the same process is at work both in the general selection 

of events to be narrated and in the selection of details to be included in 

the representations of those events: "Every narrative," he observes, 

"however seemingly 'full,' i5 constructed on the basis of a set of events 

which might have been included but were left out" (10). 

In the annals and chronicle forms, White argues, there is less 

emphasis on the ranking (and perhaps on the selectivity) that make up the 

basis of narrative history. But what is ultimately lacking in these forms 

to lend them 

similar regularity and tullness is a notion of a social center 
by which to locate them with respect to one another and to 
charge them with ethical and moral significance. It is the 
absence of any consciousness of a social center that prohibits 
the annalist from ranking the events. (11) 15 

The key terms in this passage and throughout the article are "social cen-

ter" and "ethical and moral," related terms for White with a clear connec-

15 White suggests that the failure of the medieval annalists and 
chroniclers to fully narrativize the historical accounts is a result of 
"their failure to represent the moral under the aspect of the aesthetic" 
(25) • 
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tion to the sensus communis, the common sense that provides the 

epistemological center of gravit y of a society. White goes on to 

elaborate on the relations between these terms within narrative theory, 

citing Hegel to the effect that the state and its laws provide the social 

center without which narrative history is not conceivable: "But it is 

only the state which first presents subject-matter that is not only 

adapted to the prose of History, but involves the production of sueh his-

tory in th.:! very progress of its own being" (12). Thus, in order for nar-

rative to go on, there must be "sorne notion of the legai subject that ean 

serve as the agent, ageney, and subject of historieai narrative U (131. 

An "intimate relationship" thus exists, he writes, in a formulation 

that recalls Bradley's use of legal metaphors, "between law, his-

torieality, and narrativity . And thiq raises the suspicion that 

narrative in general has to do with the topies of law, legality, 

Iegitimacy, or, more generally, authority" (13) .16 The law "is the ferm 

in whieh the subject eneounters most immediately the social system" (14), 

and it is theoretically a codifica~ion of the moral or eommon sense of 

that system. The intimate relationship between narrativity and law ean 

thus be extended to include morality or ethics as well, and White con-

cludes that "every historical narrativ~ ha~ as its latent or manifest pur-

pose the desire to moralize the events of which it treats." From this 

conclusion it is one more smaii step to the assertion that narrativity "i8 

16 Said, for example, persuas~vely cites this point in his discus
sion of the need for a Palestinian Tlational narrative in "Permission To 
Narrate. " 
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intimately related to, if not a function of, the impulse to moralize 

reality, that is, to identify it with the social system that is the source 

of any morality that we can imagin-a" (14). 

This social center and moral sense implicit in narrative exists in a 

complex reciprocal relation to authority, both constituting and con-

stituted by social authority. It constitutes the "authority of reality" 

to the extent that it "endows this reality with form and thereby makes lt 

desireable by the imposition upon its processes of the formaI coherency 

that stories possess" (20). Thus it 5eems possible ta endow a particular 

set of social relations with an atmosphere of reality, a sense of being 

bath natural and desirable which thereby establishes a particular distrib-

ution of power as normal, morally as weIl as narratively coherent. Th~ 

corollary is that legitimate narrative authority is constituted by social 

authority. White argues that "once we note th,,", presence of the theme of 

authority" in narrative "we aiso perceive the extent to which the truth 

claims of the narrative and indeed the very right ta narrate hinge upon a 

certain relationship ta authority per se." In the end, "The authority of 

the historical narrative is the authority of reality itself" (20), But 

this sense of reality 

attached to narrativity in the representation of real events 
arises out of a desire ta have real events display the 
coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure of an image of 
life that is and can only be imaginary, (24) 

White paraphrases Barthes and Lacan ta the effect that narrative i5 

"the principle instrumentality by which society fashions the narcissistic, 

infantile consciousness into a 'subjectivity' capable of bearing che 

'responsibilities' of an 'abject' of the law in aIl its forms" (36). If 

rule-governed behavior is a by-product of language-acquisition, then nar-
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rativity may be said further to result in the kind of temporal integrity 

"which every individual mus~ possess if he is ta become a 'subject' of 

(any) system of law, morality, or propriety" (36). The problem of the 

function of the imagination in historical narrative then returns, as White 

asserts that 

What is 'imaginary' about any narrative representation is the 
illusion of a centered consciousness capable of looking out on 
the world, apprehending its structure and processes, and 
representing them te itself as having all of the formaI 
coherency of narrativity itself (36). 

White attempts to dispel this illusion by revealing the pivotaI role of 

the imagination: "The production of meaning, in this case, can be regarded 

as a performance, because any given set of real events can be emplotted in 

a number of ways" (44). This performance is not solely a matter of per-

sonal artistic preference but an aspect of the way cultures produce mean-

ing, and define the limits of the thinkable (Collingwood) or followable 

(Gallie). "In the historical narrative the systems of meaning-production 

peculiar ta a culture or society are tested against the capacity of any 

set of 'real' events to yield ta such systems." This interpretation 

removes narrative history from the dilemma of (true) science versus 

(false) ideology and recuperates it as part of the social "process of map-

ping the limit between the imaginary and the real which begins with the 

invention of fiction itself" (45). 

"One can," he points out, "produce an imaginary discourse about real 

events that may not be less 'true' for being imaginary. It aIl depends 

upon how one construes the function of the faculty of imagination in human 

nature" (57). This position recalls Collingwood's statement that "The 

imaginary, simply as such, is neither real nor unreal" (1956 241). 

Instead, it is a function of the apprehension of reality. The relation of 
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political power and the imagination then becomes explicit in what amounts, 

at least in part, to a restatement by White of Gramsci's well-known for-

mulation of hegemony as a variable mixture of consent and coercion. The 

"crucial problem from the perspective of political struggle," he argues, 

is not whose story is the best or truest but who has the power 
to make his story stick as the one thaL others will choose to 
live by or in . . . . One alternative to 'collective unit y' is 
fo~ced upon us by a combinat ion of master narratives and 
instruments of control backed by weapons. (l67) 

The difference between White and Mink regarding the ultimately coq-

nitive (Mink) or moral (White) nature of narrative can thus, perhaps, be 

resolved by positing a larger term which would contain both, and a number 

of general theories such as hegemony or ideology might be employed to con-

ceptualize narrativization as a process that is at once a cognitive 

apprehension and a moral organization of reality. In fact White's own 

theory of narrative and imagination seems to effect this reconciliation, 

and with White we have, in a sense, come full circle. His acknowledgement 

of the central role of pOlitical or social power in the determination of 

legitimate authority in historical narrative is a return (albeit with a 

very different emphasis) to Bradley's analysis of the social and his-

toriographic authority which is empowered to arbitrate among the "jarring 

witnesses." 
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II 

Each of the theorists discussed thus far has recourse to sorne 

category underlying, or providing a foundation for, the coherence of any 

gi ven historical narrative. Terms su ch as "common sense" and "human 

nature" recur, along with "presuppositions," na priori imagination," or 

"fundamental set of j'.ldgements," and indeed it has been suggested that 

nRrrative history cannet be written unless it is underwritten by sorne such 

notion. These are, ho~ever, portmanteau terms carrying within them a good 

deal of ideological baggage. As Fredric Jameson remarks in his essay on 

historicism, "any statement about 'human nature' is necessarily and 

irredeemably ideological" (1979 53). And the idea of common sense (sensus 

communis), conflating as it does the sense of ordinary and self-evident 

truth with the sense of the community, begs equally for ideological analy-

sis. In arder to come to a clearer understanding of these formulations, 

both in themselves and in terms of the ramifications for the novel, it is 

necessary to turn briefly to a consideration of social theory (in this 

case, pierre Bourdieu's work) and sociological literary theory (Bakhtin). 

History, as a field of knowledge both in academic and popular cul-

ture, is a good exarnple of what sociologist Norbert Elias calls lia means 

of orientation."l? Historical knowledge functions as a means of 

17 "[W]hat we calI knowledge," writes Elias, "is the social meaning 
of human-made symbols . . . in its capacity as a means of orientation" 
(252) . 
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diachronie orientation, a means of plotting the trajectory of a community 

from one stipulated point in the past to another or to the present or 

toward an anticipated future. While ~he possibility of a non-teleological 

historiography might be considered, there is no doubt that much historical 

discourse contains a decidedly teleological aspect, functioning as a means 

of temporal orientation for specifie social groups. The social power to 

influence any means of orientation is, of course, socially contested, and 

history can be seen as a contributing element in the mixture of coercion 

and consent that--through provision of a cornrnon sense of origins and 

destinies--characterizes hegemony (Gramsci) or the social cement (Althus

ser) thaL binds groups together. As we have seen, theorists from Ranke to 

White acknowlecige that a specifie orient ion or point of view (and the com

mon sense that is implicit within it) is a sine qua non of historiography. 

This orientation is generally conceived from a particular (often national 

or racial) position, and the common sense that is authorized must be the 

cornrnon sense of that particular community at a particular historical 

moment. From this, it is not surprising that in the interest of social 

cohesion and the reproduction of specifie forms of social relations, the 

legitimate authority ta narrate, ta author a historical narrative, must be 

delegated by social institutions ta certain individuals alla ""_ ta others, 

must be based on certain privileged versions of the past and not on 

others--as Bradley sa clearly understood. 

Furthermore, the presuppositions that must be accepted if the 

coherence of narrative is ta overcome the non-coherence of events ought to 

appear self-evidently true--so true in fact that those presuppositions may 

be designated common sense in one of the Kantian senses of the term: "a 

subjective prjnciple which determines what pleases or displeases [as a 
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criterion of truth in this case] only by feeling and not by concepts, but 

yet with universal validity" (75) .18 Common sense may thus precede 

explicit conceptualization, existing in the realm of the taken for 

granted, yet the claim to universal validity, as we have seen in Colling-

wood's critique of Universal History, is a variation of the enlightenment 

claim made on behalf of clearly non-univprsal cultural positions. Kant 

also distinguishes another variation of the term "common sense" which 

"does not judge by feeling but always by concepts, although ordinarily 

only as by obscurely represented principles" (75). In this sense, presup-

positions no longer remain in the realm of the taken for granted but begin 

to emerge into the realm of the conceivable, the realm of discourse. 

While the emphasis in this discussion has at times been more on pre-

conceptual presuppositions (to use Bradley's term), the ideas that struc-

ture the understanding and writing of narrative history might more 

accurately be represented as a spectrum moving from unconscious and 

unformulatable preconceptions to conscious and clearly stated principles, 

a spectrum of belief that may be elucidated with reference to pierre Bour-

dieu's theory of doxa. Bourdieu writes that sinee various cultures have 

found various ways of understanding the world none of those cultural 

systems is, in an absolute sense, necessary and each is to that degree 

arbitrary. Yet social groups tend to refuse the arbitrary nature of their 

interpretations and instead "Every established arder tends to produce 

. the naturalization of its own arbitrariness," a naturalization that 

results in a "sense of limits, commonly called the sense of reality" 

lB See Lyotard' s "Sensus Communus" (1988) for a discussion of Kant 
and the concept of common sense. 
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(164). Bourdieu argues that "in the extreme case" this sense of reality 

or common sense is absolute and thus "the natural and social world appears 

as self-evident." Bourdieu distinguishes this state of doxa from 

orthodoxy or heterodoxy, conditions which imply the possibile coexistence 

of different or antagonistic beliefs. Thus, 

the stabler the objective structures and the more fully they 
reproduce themselves in the agent's dispositions, the greater 
the extent of the field of doxa, of that which is taken for 
granted . . . . [so that] the established cosmological and 
political order is perceived not as arbitrary, i.e. as one 
possible order among others, but as a self-evident and natural 
order which goes without saying and therefore goes unques
tioned. (165-66) 

Echoing Collingwood's observations on the homo1ogy existing between 

the structure of the a priori imagination at a given time in a given 

society and the social institutions &nd knowledge that society creates, 

Bourdieu writes that "The self-evidence of the world [cornrnon sense1 is 

reduplicated in the instituted discourses about the world in which the 

who le group' s adherence to that self-evidence is affirmed" (167). Unli ke 

Collingwood however, Bourdieu recognizes both the constituted and con-

stituting function of these discourses and institutions: "Practical 

taxonomies," he argues, reproduce in a "transformed, misrecognizable form 

. . . the real divisions of the social arder, [and] contribute to the 

reproduction of that order by producing objectively orchestrated practices 

adjusted to those divisions" (163) .19 A discourse such as history (as a 

19 As was the case in Collingwood, there em€rges here a kind of 
epistemologica1 circle through which a hierarchical society sees history 
as the story of great men, thus confirming its belief in hierarchy in its 
own historical situation. In Distinction, Bourdieu relates the hierarchi
cal "opposition between the unique and the multiple [which) lies at the 
heart of the dominant philosophy of history" (596) to hierarchies of 
social distinction. 
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means of social and temporal orientation) would be a prime example of the 

power of social discourse to define the world in a particular way, affirrn-

ing a particular point of view: 

The specifie potency of the explicit statement that brings 
subjective experiences into the reassuring unanimity of a 
socially approved and collectively attested sense imposes 
itself with the authority and necessity of a collective posi
tion adopted on data intrinsically amenable to many other 
structurations. (167) 

For a wide variety of reasons, these "other structurations," like the 

testimonies of Bradley's "jarring witnesses," are not always conceivable 

or thinkable. As Collingwood observed, there are kinds of evidence, as 

weIL as ways of structuring and narrating that evidence that sjmply remain 

unavailable, beyond the limits of what can be forrnulated or conceptual-

ized. 

The principles on which such exclusions are based may also lie 

beyond those limits. Thua, writes Bourdieu, "Because the subjective 

necessity and self-evidence of the commonsense world are validated by the 

objective consensus on the sense of the world, what is essential goes 

without saying because it cornes without saying." The condition of doxa, 

strictly defined, "constitutes a perfectly closed world . . . which has no 

place for opinion as liberal ideology understands it, i.e. as one of the 

different and equally legitimate answers which can be given to an explicit 

question about the established political order" (167-68). Not only are 

sorne "other structurations" of the past excluded from discourse then, but 

questions leading to those other possible structurations cannot, perhaps, 

even be posed. 

The attempt to establish a foundation for historical presuppositions 

implies a conflict of witnesses that is evident as weIL in Bourdieu's 

observation that 
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since it is unaware of the very question of legitimacy, wnich 
arises from competition for legitimacj. (168) 

The absence of doxic adherence to certain historiographie princip les is 

apparent in Bradley's essay, and yet his rhetoric becomes heated when he 

confronts competing theori, There is a sense of urgency in his dr~ve to 

conta in and arbitrate among witnesses competing for legitimacy. In gen-

eral, this competition for legitimacy is, however, a necessary condition 

for the recognition that a doxic state did in fact previously obtain: 

The truth of doxa is only ever fully revealed when 
negatively constituted by ~he constitution of a field of 
opinion . . . . It is by reference to the universa of opinion 
that the complementary class is defined, the cla5s of that 
which i5 taken for granted, doxa, the sum total of the theses 
tacitly posited on the hi~her side of all inquiry, which 
appear as such only retrospectively, when they come to be 
suspended practically. 

The idea of doxa, then, has much in common with the various theories 

of fundamental presupposit~ons or a priori imagination which have been 

posited as the theoretical basis on which practical historical inquiry 

rests--the "theses tacitly posited on the hither side of all inquiry." 

But these presupposed theses can only be recognized as sueh when they 

shi ft from the realm of the absolute or pre-conceptual (doxa) to the more 

relative realm of discourse (ortho- or heterodox). Thus the telling of 

history, for instance, was for a long time based on an almost total exclu-

sion of the point of view of women, the lower classes and non-Europeans--

an exclusion that went largely unquestioned. This particular exclusion is 

itself a good example of the way in which individual practical taxonomies 

reproduee larger social divisions. 

Gradually, the sensus communis has changed on this historiographie 

issue, but a shift such as this does not oecur 'naturally'. Instead, "The 
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practical questioning of the theses implied in a particular way of living" 

can occur, Bourdieu suggests, either as a result of cross-cultural contact 

(potentially including certain kinds of cross-class or cross-gender con-

tacts), or by objective social crisis. 20 

The critique which brings the undiscussed in'.O discussiOll. the 
unformulated into formulation, has as the condition of its 
possibility objective crisis, which, in breaking the irnrnediate 
fit between the subjective structures and the objective struc
tures [Collingwood's homologyJ, destroys self-evidence practi
cally. It is when the social world loses its character as a 
natural phenomenon that the question of the natural or conven
tional character . . . of social facts can be raised. (168-69) 

The idea of an epistemological break in the structure of doxa induced by 

objective social crisis has great relevance to the philosophy of history 

because--as theorists as diverse as Bradley and White seem to agree--the 

authority to narrate and the legitimacy of narration are inevitably tied 

to social and legal forms of authority and legitimacy. Thus the struggle 

over the legitimacy of historical narration, over the means of temporal 

orientation, is one form of a more general social s~ruggle. 

A shift out of the condition of doxa does not necessarily entail an 

absolute loss of meaning 0 orientation, however. While "Crisis is a 

necessary condition for a questioning of doxa," still "the would-be most 

radical critique always has the limits ~hat are assigned te it by the 

objective conditions" (169). While the establi3hed, dominant interpreta-

tions and common sense--Kant's pre-conceptual or obscurely represented 

principles--may be brought into focus, articulated, aven dislodged in a 

time of social crisis, there nevertheless remain horizons of interpreta-

20 Bourdieu distinguishes this from the purely intellectual or con
ceptual break such as the "intellectual operation which phenomenology 
designates by the term epoche, the deliberate, methodological suspension 
of naive adherence to the world" (168). 
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tion beyond which it would be impossible to see or nonsense to peer. 

Nevertheless, the definition of this horizon is itself at stake: 

In class societies, in which the definition of the social 
world is at stake in overt or latent class struggle, the draw
ing of the line between the field of opinion, of that which is 
explicitly questioned, and the field of doxa, of that which is 
beyond question and which each agent t :,:::itly accords by the 
mere fact of acting in accord with sOCJ..,:ü convention, is 
itself a fundamental objective at stake in that form of c1ass 
struggle which is the struggle for the imposit ion of the 
dominant systems of classification. (169) 

This struggle over taxonomy and definition has great relevance to the 

writing of history and to the presuppositions of the historian regarding 

the selection and arrangement of whatever is constituted as evidence. 

Once again, obvious examples might be found in the common practice of 

writing colonial history from the point of view of the colonizer because 

the definition of the field of history does not always admit the pos-

sibility of an independent legitimate point of view for the colonized, 0 r 

the omission of women or the working classes from history for similar 

reasons. At one tirne these presuppositions were mOre or less tacitly 

accepted; more 1:ecently they hav~ been disputed as part of the social 

struggle for legitirnacy on the part of the various dominated groups who 

"have an interest in pushing bal k the limits of doxa and exposing the 

arbitrariness of the taken for granted." Conversely, dominant groups 

"have an interest in defending the integrity of doxa or, short of this, of 

establishing in its place the necessarily imperfect subst itute, 

orthodoxy." Historical data may, as Bourdieu argues, be intrinsically 

amenable to other st.ructurations but the dominant groups--Bradley' s 

weighty interests--tend to exert pressure toward an orthodoxy that makes 

it difficult for jarring witnesses with their disjoined and discrepant 

narrations tu be heard. 
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Tensions of this sort exist at a11 times in modern societies, but 

objective social crisis i3 one of the necessary conditions of transforma-

tion from doxa to orthodoxy and the questioning of the means of orienta-

tion that this implies. It is only when dominated groups such as those 

mentioned above 

have the material and symbolic means of rejecting the defini
tion of the real that is imposed on them. . . Le. when 
social classifications become the object and instrument of 
class struggle, that the arbitrary principles of the prevail
ing classification can appear as such and it therefore becomes 
necessary to undertake the work of conscious systematization 
and express rationalization which marks the passage from doxa 
to orthodoxy. (169) 

Orthodoxy may tend toward the preservation of doxa, but that pre-

discursive state cannot easily be enfarced. In a sense, the passage from 

daxa to arthodoxy seems to be the stake in Bradley' 5 condemnation of jar-

ring witnesses, Collingwood' s speechlessness, the horizon of a trans-

cendental point of view in Walsh and Gallie, or Mink' s moment of apparent 

epistemological despair ("aIl our experience of narrati ves suggests that 

there is no way of settling on standard descriptions other than by 

arbitraryenfarcement" (147»). This move ta a protected orthodoxy con-

stitutes the next line of defense in the struggle ta contain heterodoxy: 

Orthodoxy, straight, or rather straightened, opinion, which 
aims, without ever entirely succeeding, at resta ring the 
primai state of innocence of doxa, exists only in the objec
tive relationship which opposes it ta heterodoxy, that is, by 
reference ta the choice--hairesis, heresy--made possible by 
the existence of competing possibles and ta the explicit 
critique of the sum total of the al ternati ves not chosen that 
the establlshed order implies. (169) 

Bourdieu' s use of the term heresy here (and blasphemy later) i8 strong, 

but it is appropriate to the strong language used, for instance, by Brad-

ley to condemn heretical accounts of historie reality, or the quasi-
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religious language used by Walsh and Gallie in their discussions of the 

possibility of a final authoritative point of view on history. 

The writi.ng of histary is one form of what Bourdieu calls "the pro-

duction of symbolic goods" (170) and, as such, constitutes a contribution 

"ta the delimitation of the universe of discourse, that is to say, the 

universe of the thinkable, and hence to the delimitation of the universe 

of the unthinkable." When Bourdieu speaks of the .. 'aphd.:i?' of those who 

are denied access to the instruments of the struggle for the definition of 

reality" this loss of the power of speech connects directly to Bra 'ley and 

Collingwood and their discussion of the silencing of discrepant narrators. 

The political implications of this "aphasia" are clear: 

the boundary between the universe of (orthodox or heterodox) 
di.scourse and the universe of doxa, in the twofold sense of 
what goes without saying and what cannot be said for lack of 
an available discourse, represents the dividing-line between 
the most radical form of misrecognition and the awakening of 
political consciousness. (170) 

There is not, of course, a single voice that expresses society' 5 

sense of itself. Instead, a society speaks in many, often contradictory, 

voices and from many points of view. Indeed, the relations of the vari-

ous social groups constituting those points of view are frequently at 

isssue,21 Bourdieu argues, in the various discourses in which the limits 

of the thinkable are deflned, established, maintained, or enforced. "The 

sense of limi.ts," otherwise known as the sense of reality, Bourdieu writes 

in Distinction, "implies the forgetting of limits" (471). Within those 

limits, there exists the universe of discourse, of opinion, in which the 

21 Raymond Williams' discussion of the dominant, residual, and 
emergent elements in culture (Marxism and Literature) is relevant here. 
See also E.rnst Bloch' s "Nonsynchronism and oialectic." 
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legitimate authority to narrate is contested, in which the struggle for 

point of view ls carried on. 

Literature, particularly the novel, is one arena in which the cogni-

tive and ethical limits that bound the sensus communis of reality may be 

affirmed, tested, t ransgressed, or attacked. An overt or covert debate is 

carried on in the novel concerning which limits are to remain invisible 

and which are to be focused on as a site where social struggles over mean-

ing and power are conducted, concerning the definition of the field of 

doxa (ortho- and hetero-), and concerning the delegation of the power of 

legitimate speech and the condemnation to aphasia. 

A nurnber of these issues have, of course, been explored by Bakhtin. 

A shift in terminology from heterodoxy (Bourdieu) to heteroglossia 

(8akhtin) is not difficult if it is kept in mind that Bakhtin defines lan-

guage in such a way that the connection to Bourdieu is clear: "We are 

taking language not as a system of abstract grammatical categories, but 

rather language conceived as ideologically saturated, language as a world 

view" (271). The bond of common sense is introduced into this definition 

by his insistence that one social function of language is that of "insur-

ing a maximum of mutual understanding in a11 spheres of ideological life." 

Instead of the single inevitable view of the world that goes without 

saying, the novel, as a site for the struggle over legitimacy, presents 

"the socially heteroglot multiplicity of its names, definitions and value 

judgernents" (278). The novelist, in representing the world, 

witnesses as well the unfolding of social heteroglossia sur
rounding the object, the Tower-of-Babel mixing of languages 
that goes on around any object; the dialects of the object are 
interw,-,ven w i th the social dialogue surrounding i t . . . . the 

; 
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object is a focal point for heteroglot voices among which his 
own must also sound. 

The representation created by the novelist is, however, neither a simple 

reprOduction of the world nor a random collection of episodes. The 

novelist, through the creation of a coherent narrative representation from 

a specifie point of view, produces instead "an image that has finished 

contours . he creates artistically calculated nuances on all the fun-

damental voices and tones of this heteroglossia" (278-79). In the course 

of this process it is ne:cessary to confront the lack of social consensus, 

the Italien languages" constituted by "the possibility of another 

vocabulary, another semantics, other syntactic forms . . the possibility 

of other linguistic points of view" (285). And it is in dealing with this 

problem of a lack of common sense (sensus communis) in sorting out the 

jarring witnesses that the significance of the novel emerges. 

The internal politics of styl4: (how the elements are put 
together) is determined by its external politics (its rela
tionship to alien discourse). Discourse lives, as it were, on 
the boundary between its own context and another, alien, con
text. (284) 

According to Bakhtin, the kind of monological tendency that Bradley, 

for instance, demonstrates in is antithetical to the nature of prose--

especially to the novel. The demand for a single unified and author-

itative point of view and a coherent language with which to represent 

determinate events is by this account finally impossible; the jarring wit-

nesses with their discrepant narrations and irreducably allen languages 

remain, and their traces can always be located. Like Ernst Bloch, Bakhtin 

argues that "at any given moment, languages of various epochs and periods 
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of socio-ideological life cohabit with one another" (291).22 In fact, the 

very possibility of a single stable unitary language is undermined since 

at any given moment of its historical existence, language is 
heteroglot from top to bottom: it represents the co-existence 
of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and 
the past, between differing epochs of the past, between dif
ferent socio-ideological groups in the present, between 
tendencies, schools, circles and sa forth, all given bodily 
form. These" languages" of heteroglossia intersect each other 
in a variety of ways, forming new socially typifying "lan
guages." (291) 

At this point Bakhtin once aga in reminds the reader that he is using the 

ward "language" in a wide sense, as "specific points of view on the world, 

forms for conceptualizing the world in words, specific world views, each 

characterized by its own objects, meanings and values." The various lan-

guage groups exist in complex relations to each other, relations at times 

both complernentary and contradictorYi in Bakhtin's phrase, theyare 

"interrelated dialogically" (291-92). 

In Bradley's scheme, there is no room for "jarring witnesses", the 

view-points must be brought into orthodox line. For Bakhtin, there is, of 

course, a similar kind of process although his attitude toward it is 

markedly less draconian. In the colligation (Walsh) of a narrative, the 

prose writ.er imposes his or her own intentionality (consciously or uncon-

sciously) on the heteroglossia: "the intentions of the prose writer are 

refracted, and refracted at different angles, depending on the degree to 

which the refracted, heteroglot languages he deals with are socio-

ideologically alien" (300). 

22 Bloch writes: "Not aIl people exiat in the same Now. They do so 
only externally, by virtue of the fact that the y may all be seen today" 
(22) • 

l 
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It is the particular organization of heteroglossia, the orchestra-

tion of the languages, not the exclusion of aIl but a hegemonic language, 

that is at issue in Bakhtin's theory of the novel. In Bourdieu's terms, 

the novel maps the orthodox and heterodox social relations of a given 

period or social group. 23 Once again the word "orientation" cornes up and 

it is useful to keep in mind Elias's use of the term as weIl. Bakhtin 

writes: 

The orientation of the word amid the utterances and languages 
of others, and aIl the specifie phenomena connected with this 
orientation, takes on artistic significance in novel style. 
Diversity of voices and heteroglossia enter the novel and 
organize themselves within it into a structured artistic 
system. This constitutes the distinguishing feature of the 
novel as a genre. (300) 

As Bourdieu notes, the existence of heterodoxy does not imply sorne kind of 

total epistemological chaos; there are social and historical limits 

governing what may be articulated and by whom. And for Bakhtin, the 

development of the nevel has been "a function of the deepening of dialogic 

essence," the replacement of "neutral, hard elements (\ rock bottom 

truths')" with dialogical and heteroglot language that similarly reflects 

the social relations of the historical moment and the author' s relation to 

that moment. In the novel, 

heteroglossia becomes subject to an artistic reworking. The 
social and historical voices populating language, all its 
words and aIl its forros, which provide language with its par
ticular concrete conceptualizations, are organized in the 
novel into a structured stylistic system that exrresses the 
differentiated socio-ideological position of the author amid 
the heteroglossia of his epoch. 

23 See also Jameson' s "Cognitive Mapping" for a discussion of this 
kind of mapping as it relates Le the problem of representing social 
totality. 
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In one sense it seems possible, following Bakhtin, that history and 

fiction are in fact opposed forms of prose sinee history tends toward 

single-voiced statements of factual truth while the novel tends toward 

heteroglossic, the former being centripetal and the latter centrifugaI in 

movement. Bradley's attempted banishment of jarring witnesses, for exam-

pIe, allies him with the kind of centripetal prose writing from which 

Bakhtin might wish ta withhold the designation "novel": 

If the novelist loses touch with this linguistic ground of 
prose style, if he is unable to attain the heights of a 
relativized, Galilean, linguistic consciousness, if he is deaf 
ta organic double-voicedness and to the internal dialogization 
of living and evolving discourse, then he will never com
prehend, or even realize, the actual possibilities and tasks 
of the novel as a genre. (327) 

Historians and philosophers of history, of course, are not necessarily 

interested primarily in realizing these possibilities, but the problem 

posed does create a kind of generic conflict of interest for novels that 

attempt to represent history.24 Nevertheless, Bakhtin maintains that "the 

24 One similar generic distintion Bakhtin makes clearly is that 
between the epic and the novel. Whereas the epic tends toward the 
centripetal and monologlot (doxic), the novel tends toward the centrifugaI 
and heteroglot (heterodox). "For Bakhtin," writes David Carroll, 

the epic is nationalistic, religious, hierarchical, and univo
cal: it is an "official literature," that of the ruling 
classes, a product of their institutions. The unit y expressed 
in the epic . . . is a unit y imposed on a people from the top 
down. (77) 

See also Lukacs's view of the fall from epic presence and totality to the 
necessarily partial representations of the novel in Theory of the Novel. 
Robert Weimann discusses discusses this generic distinction as weIl in 
relation ta the problem of point of view (1984 234-66) and in relation ta 
fictional representation and totality (1986). 



1 

59 

idea of a singular language (a sacrosanct,25 unconditional language) i5 

foreign to prose": (324) 

the art of prose i5 close to a conception of languages as his
torically concrete and living thing5. The prose art presumes 
a deliberate feeling for the historical and soc:al concrete
ne5S of living discourse, as well as its relativity, a feeling 
for its participation in historical becoming and in social 
struggle; it deals with discourse that is still warm frem that 
struggle and hostility, as yet unresolved and still fraught 
with hostile intentions and accents; prose art finds discourse 
in this state and subjects it te the dynamic unit y of its own 
style. (331) 

In the novel, fOL Bakhtin, no matter how unified the style, no mat-

ter how erthoglot, no matter how well the writer has managed to purge the 

jarring witnesses, traces of the heteroglot inevitably remain: 

even when heteroglossia remains out5ide the novel, when the 
novelist comes forward with his own unitary and fully affirm
ing language (without any distancing, refraction or qualifica
tions) he knows that such language is not self-evident and ~s 

not in itself incontestable, that it is uttered in a 
heteroglot environment, thdt such a language must be 
championed, defended, purified, motivated. In a novel even 
such unitary and direct language lS polemical and apologetic, 
that is, it interrelates dialogically with heteroglossia. 
(332 ) 

In this sense, the jarring narratives always remain, if only as an absent 

presence to which the privileged point of view must somehow, however 

tacitly, respond. For Bakhtin, novelistic discourse is unique in that its 

orientation does bring it into relation with the larger world of dis-

course; it is "an orientation that is contested, contestable and 

25 Again, Bakhtin's allusion to the sacred here is not surprising if 
we recall Gallie's and Walsh' 5 use of similar language in defense of an 
Ideal of a single universal truth. Barthes similarly characterizes 
realist historiography as a form of "secularized reliquary" whose immense 
importance i5 evident in the fact that "the profanation of the5e relies is 
tantamount to the destruction of reality" (1970 155). Durkheim' s discus
sion of the relationship between religion and the social totality has, of 
course, great relevance te this whele problern. 
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contesting--for this discourse cannot forget or ignore either by naiveté 

or by design, the heteroglossia that surrounds it." Thus even in what 

mlght be termed 'orthoglot' novels, heteroglossia nevertheless continues 

to determine "as a dialogizing background, the special resonance of 

novelistic discourse." 

The novel, then, is an arena in which different, sometimes opposing, 

language groups assert their ideological identity and represent their par-

ticular point of view: 

The speaking persan in the novel is always, te one degree or 
another, an ideologue, and his words are always ideologemes. 
A particular language in a novel is always a particular way of 
viewing the world, one that strives for social significance. 
(333) 

This striving for social significance is another version cf the struggle 

to impose the definition of reality that Bourdieu sees as a central aspect 

of social power relations. In that genre of striving known as the novel, 

the author, as ideologue, "must defend and try out his ideological posi-

tions," writes Bakhtin, "must become both a polemicist and an apologist" 

(333). Dialogue in the novel tends to underline this striving by pushing 

"to the limit the mutual nonunderstanding represented by people who speak 

in different languages" (356), language being defined here as "a concrete 

socio-linguistic belief system that defines a distinct identity for 

itself." In this, as in any contest, there are winners and losers, lan-

guages that dominate, that claim legitimate authority over others; sorne 

languages "fail to develop, sorne die off, but others blossom into 

authentic languages." It is "a process teeming with future and former 

languages, with prim but moribund aristocrat-languages, with parvenu-' 

languages and with countless pretenders to the status of language" (357), 
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and there is, of course, an uneven social distribution of fluency and 

aphasia across this spectrum of discourse. 

But these languages cannot speak for themselves in narrative, and 

Bakhtin acknowledges that they must finally depend to sorne extent upon the 

point of view of the author and upon the language privileged oy the 

author: "The words of the author that represent and frame another' s 

speech create a perspective for it; they separate light from shadow, 

create the situation and conditions necessary for it to sound" (358). 

Authorial language, then, provides the po.i.nt of refraction for the struc-

ture of heteroglossia which constitutes the novel, and in ~his sense it is 

normative since the "image of a language may be structured only from the 

point of view of another language, which is taken ;.1S the norm" (359). 

Nevertheless, this norm cannat be taken as absolut~ The contestation 

th3t is the condition of existence of these languages or ià~ologies, the 

striving for social significance, results in "the collision betwe~n Ult-

fering points of view on the world that are embedded in these forms," for 

there are not only (and not even so m1lch) two individual con
sciousnesses, two voices, ~wo accents, as there are two sotio
linguistic consciousnesses, two epochs, that . . . come 
tagether and consciously fight it out on the territory of the 
utterance. (360) 26 

This collision or fight over the legitimate power to articulate the 

sense of reality need have no final outcome: Bakhtin's theory impli~s no 

teleology in that sense. It is, in fact, the dynamics of striving that is 

26 See also Volosinov's discussion of ideologyand language in which 
he argues that the "sign becomes an arena of the class struggle" (23). As 
weIl, this striving, contestatory description recalls Lyatard's character
ization of the field of discourse as essentially agonistic. 
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the point for Bakhtin, not the establishment of a new monoglot authority. 

The novel tends ta deny 

the absolutism of a single and unitary language . . . refuse~ 

to acknowledge its own language as the sole verbal and 
semantic center of the ideological world. It is a perception 
that has been made conscious of the vast plenitude of national 
and, more to the point, social languages--all of which are 
equally capable of being "languages of truth," but, sinee sueh 
is the case, aIl of which are equally relative, reified and 
limited . . . . Thf". novel begins by presuming a verbal and 
semantic decentering of the ideological world. (366-7) 

Bakhtin's relativism here seems close to Bourdieu's description of culture 

as arbitrary: neither should be taken in an absolute sensei rather both 

indicate that the relative range of available meanings or interpretations 

must always be related to specifie socio-historical situations. That 

Bakhtin intends this decentering ta be taken on a social level as well as 

a formal literary or intellectual level is clear. "A sealed off interest 

group, caste or class," he writes, 

existing within an internally unitary or unchanging core of 
its own, cannot serve as socially productive soil for the 
development of the novel unless it becomes riddled with decay 
or shifted somehow from its state of internal balance and 
self-sufficiency. This is the case because a literary and 
language consciousness operating from the heights of its own 
uncontestably authoritative unitary language fails to take 
into account the act of heteroglossia and multi-languagedness 
... it is necessary that heterogl08sia wash over a culture's 
awareness of itself and its language, penetrate to its core, 
relativize the primary language system underlying its ideology 
and literature and depri~e it of its naive absence of con
flict. (368) 

Once again the relation to Bourdieu is strong: heteroglot novelistic 

discourse emerges when through cross cultural contact or objective social 

crisis the doxic unit y of culture is somehow loosened or decentered, and 

the possibility of orthodoxy and heterodoxy is arises. without this, the 

"unitary, canonic language" or the "national myth bolstered by a yet-

unshaken unit y" is still too strong for heteroglossia to relativize and 
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decenter literary and language consciousness (370). This state of doxic 

innocence or harmony can be disrupted if the discourse of "heteroglossia 

that rages beyond the boundaries of such a sealed-off cultural universe" 

(368) begins to impinge upon the pre-conceptual (or obscurely conceived) 

space of doxa. Confirming in his own way Bourdieu's argument, Bakhtin 

writes that this passage from doxa, t~is ideological decentering Oceurs 

when a culture "becomes const:ious of j tself as only one among other cul-

tures and languages" (370). The relativised sense of culture that results 

in this situation is fundamentally incompatible ... ith the "absolute fusion 

of ideological meaning with language" that is the case in a state of doxa. 

InternaI crisis and cross-cultural contact then, as in Bourdieu, open up 

the potential for transgressions of the doxic, monologjcal unit y of a cul-

ture. When a society or cultural systE."m becomes aware of the "arbitrary" 

nature of its own discourse, its monological self-evidence (doxa) becomes 

insupportable. At this point an orthodox discourse may be instituted by 

the dominant groups in that society in an attempt to resist the heterodox 

forces that threaten to dissolve it. 27 

One of the novel's primary concerns then, according to Bakhtin, is 

to explore the dynamics of "internally persuasive discourses." Everyday 

consciousness 

enters ioto an intense interaction, a struggle with other 
internally persuasive discourses. Our ideological development 

27 In his discussion of Bakhtin, Graham Pechey comments that "Any 
sociopolitical project of centralization or hegemony has always and every
where to posit itself against the ubiquitously decentralizing 
(centrifugaI) forces within ideology." Furthermore, "Parailei to this 
opposition . . . is another between whole national cultures which are 
'self-sufficient' (in the sense of not knowing their otherness ta others) 
and those which are no longer sealed-off and deaf to their polyglot 
ambience" (62-63). 
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is just such an intense struggle within us for hegemony among 
various available verbal and ideoloqical points of view, 
approaches, directions and values. (346) 

And this heteroglossic interaction, in aIl its varieties, is a central 

preoccupation of the novel. We have come, in a sense, to a reversaI of 

the Aristotelian position from which we started, according to which unit y 

was the characteristic of art that separated it from, even elevated it 

above, an episodic non-unifiable history. The novel appears now as an 

arena for the heterodox struggle of language groups, a site on which vari-

ous ideologies are articulated from various points of view and contend for 

the power of orthodox internaI persuasiveness, if for not the status of 

doxic or authoritative discourse. 

What remains to be discussed is the specifie nature of the 

orchestration of the heteroglossia in particular novels. In the name of 

what authority doe5 the author exclude sorne voices (languages, witnessesl 

or relegate them ta the chorus while giving solos to others. What is the 

basis of the legitimacy of such privileging of one voice, or a few voices, 

from the heteroglot field of historical discourse? How is aphasia 

~ocially d~stributed in the novel? In the following chapters l will 

explore the ways in which this struggle is articulated in various modern 

novels which deal with history. 

Part II consists of an examination of three modern novels, Conrad's 

Nostromo, Ford's parade's End and Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom!. ~n par-

ticular, problems concerning the construction of a coherent narrative in 

each of the novels i5 explored, in relation t~ t~e function of historical 

and cultural point of view in this act of representation. While many 

interesting novels are relevant to such an inquiry, these three have been 
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chosen both for their similarities and their differences. Most obviously, 

they share a common language (in a non-Bakhtinian sense) and historic~l 

period. Further, all claim a cerLain stature in the modern (and modern

ist) canon. A final quality linking them, as l will argue, is an 

orthodoxy in Bourdieu's sense of the word. In each novel, on the other 

hand, the cultural difference in terms of which this orthodoxy can be 

understood presents a different aspect of the problem. In Nostromo, Con

rad explores the problems of (post)colonial expansion, as a European-based 

community confronts a cultural 'other' on the terrain of the 'other'-

South America. In Ford's Parade's End and Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom', 

however, the 'other' is within: in the former, class, and to a lesser 

degree race and gender, are the loci for the orchestration of heteroglos

sia; in the latter, the problem of slavery and its legacy has created a 

unique heterodox situation combining a powerful sense of racial alterity 

with an internal and national struggle. The three novels have been 

chosen, then, both for what they share and for their represl~ntations of 

quite distinct historical situations 

In Part III, two alternative approaches to historiographic narrative 

are considered. The penultimate chapter focuses on the way that members 

of a marginalized group, black American women, retell history, positioning 

themselves very differently in regard to orthodox historical discourse. 

Once again, many works might have been selected for discussion here, 

exemplifying the situation of marginalized groups in relation to dominant 

discourse. The fiction of Afro-American women has seemed most appropriate 

for a number of reasons. They have, as a group, been marginalized in a 

variety of ways: primarily on the basis of race and gender perhaps, but 

also, as a result of these, they hdve tended to become victims of SOC10-
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economic class barriers as weIl. In spite of this, they have struggled 

against the aphasia that is a part of this condition and produced not only 

a remarkable body of fiction, but a body of fiction whose exploration of 

history is as extensive as it is intense. 

And finally, Pynchon's V. provides the bas!" for a discussion of 

another response--postmodernist--to the problems of heterodoxy and point 

of view in historical narrative. As one of the American postmodernists 

par excellence, and as an author whose questioning of history and of his

toriography is profound, pynchon's work investigates sorne of the 

philosophie as weIl as novelistic ramifications of postmodernism. 
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PART II 

Nostromo and the "Torrent of Rubbish" 

"Fiction is history, human history, or it ~s nothlng." 

Joseph Conrad (1921 17) 

In The Political Unconscious, Fredric Jameson remarks ln passlng 

that in Nostromo Conrad 

makes it possible for the reader to overlook the ldent~fiea
tion of his positive figures among the locals--the so-called 
Blancos--with the aristocratie party, and that of the eVll 
Monteros with the mestizos . . But Nostromo is not a 
political novel in the senc;e in which it would allow the'3e twn 
political ideals to fight it out on their own terms . 
rather, Conrad's o~n political attitudes are presupposed 
(270 ) 

Conrad does make such a critical oversight POSS) )le. Indeed, he encour-

ages critical attention ta focus instead on the subjectiv~ty of selected 

central f4gures and their complex networks of relationships--both lnter-

personal relationships and relationships to the overall movement 0f hlS-

tory. Nevertheless, l would like to dwell on this perhaps simpler polltl-

cal level. Jameson's meaning here is, in any case, puzzl~ng. What ean lt 

mean in a novel to allow "political ideals to fight it out on the~r own 

terms" rather than in the author's or narrator's terms? How can pol~tieal 

ideals be said to exist at aIL in a novel apart from the author, narrat0r 
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or characters who hold them? Are the political attitudes of sorne his

torically and culturally located people not always necessarily presupposed 

in fiction as in other forms of discourse? 

Jarneson's position here is reminiscent of Lukâcs' assertion concern-

ing the historical novels of Scott that "Through the plot . . a neutral 

ground is sought and found upon which the extrerne, opposing social forces 

can be brought into a hurnan relationship with one another" (1969 36) . 

Critical cornmentary on Nostromo has frequently adopted a sirnilar attitude, 

acceptin9 rather than interroglting the novel's discursive neutrality. 

Irv~ng Howe reads Nostromo as "a fictional study of irnperialisrn" present

ing ~a coherent social world . . . in which aIl the relevant political 

tendencies are finely balanced" (1970 100-01). Avrom Fleishrnan writes 

that the novel "represents the history of society as a living organism," 

attempting to give an account of historical events "in their total unit y, 

exhibiting an 'organic fullness'" (1967 161). More recently, but in a 

sirnilar ve~n, Paul Armstrong argues that "Costaguana is an attempt to pro-

vide an anatomy of the being of society. It serves as a kind of ontologi-

cal model that allows Conrad to test and explore the social implications 

of contingency" (1987 151). 

Yet if Bakhtin's theory of the novel as an orchestration by an 

author of the social heteroglossia of his or her culture can be accepted, 

then Nostromo can be read as a confrontation of ideologies within a neces

sarily charged ideological field whether or not such a reading seerns 

encouraged by the text. Nostromo does work the problem out in terms of 

Conrad's political attitudes, but if the novel is to be studied at aIl 

then we are unavoidably drawn into an engagement with Conrad's pOlitical 

attltudes as the narratorial "point of refraction" (Bakhtin) for the 
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social heteroglossia that constitutes the novel. The fact that it does 

not appear as a "neutral ground," a level discursive field, is not some-

thing to be overlooked but a cond~tion of the narrative in need of discus-

sion. Bakhtin's observation that plot itself is a manifestation of the 

working Out of dialogism, the struggle of language groups to be heard, 1 is 

crucial here, suggesting that the specifie inequalities built into the 

discursive playing field need to be examined more closely. That sorne 

critics have accepted Conrad's repre~entation of society in Nostromo as 

total and coherent indicates more, perhaps, about their their agreement 

with him than ~t does about the actual representation itself. 

In Nostromo, history seems to begin with the introdoetion of modern 

capitalism into Costaguana. The opening paragraph prp.dents an Edenie 

image of Sulaeo as "an inviolable sanctuary . . . in the solemn hush of 

the deep Golfo placido as if within an enormous semi-cireular and unroofed 

temple" (17). This prelap5arian calm i5 a result of the lack of 

propitious winds to bring the sailing ships--and thus modern European com-

merce. While Conrad acknowledges that Sulaco has a long past, it does not 

enter into history proper until the advent of steamships capable of enter-

ing the harbor. The pre-Columbian history of Sulaco is not really dis-

1 Concerning this aspect of Bakhtin's theory, Pechey writes : 

Dialogism as the very principle of structuring, dissolving the 
unities of character and plot; dialogism as the action of the 
novel; plot as mere motivation or a dimension of monological 
paraphrase circumstantiating and dramatically resolving a 
'great dialogue' of authorial d~d other voices which inwardly 
resists ail resolution . . It is around this strong case 
for the novel in general that Bakhtin develops a wider case 
about cultural hegemony. (69) 
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cussed, and the time from the "Spanish rule" until the steam age is dis-

missed quickly since Sulaco "had never been commercially anything more 

important than a coasting port with a fairly large local trade in ox-hides 

and indigo." The fall into history begins with the arrivai of commerce, 

of industrial capitalism, when the steamships of the O~S.N. arrive "to .. 
violate the sanctuary of peace" (21). The opening sentences of each of 

the first two chapters orient the reader specifically in terms of com-

merce: first, temporally, by defining history in terms of commerce, and 

second, spatially, by fixing on the "only sign of commercial activity 

within the harbor." If, as Collingwood argues, the representation of his-

tory is inevitably connected to present interest, here that is an interest 

in modern commerce and its social effects, and any other historical dis-

course pre-dating or extraneous to these interests is consigned to the 

margins of the narrative. 

While there may appear to be a note of regret in Conrad's tone, a 

nostalgia for the peace and simplicity of the era before capitalism, jt 

should be noted that the historical inevitability of this fall parallels 

the transcendent inevitability of the first Fall. In neither case does it 

make any sense to question seriously whether or not things could have been 

different, whether or not it should have happened the way it did. A fur-

ther effect of this analogy is che relegation of pre-colonial cultures to 

a mythic or religious rather than historical past' a denial of the his-

torical claims of those cultures to relevance and integrity.2 And just as 

2 The point here i3 not to suggest that Conrad's novel should or 
could have represented a different history--from the point of view of the 
colonized people, for instance--but the extremely li~ited degree to which 
the existence of that dimension is acknowledged in the opening is notable. 
The establishment of the existence of that reality as a point of reference 
need not necess~tate adopting it as a point of view. See Johannes Fabian 
for a full discussion of the implications of the denial of coeval status 
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there can be no rational thought of returning to a prelapsarian state, 

there can be no rational thought in Sulaco of opposing the hegemonic power 

of Western "material interests." While the legendary past--like the 

landscape--may have sorne exotic appeal or symbolic weight, Conrad, in 

opening both of the first two chapters uses European commerce as a means 

of orientation, as an apparent limit to what can "reasonably" be thought 

in historical terms. Native South American cultures thus occupy the posi-

tion of the unnarrated, the heterodox historical presence whose omission 

from the representation may be seen as a kind of absent center.) 

Captain Mitchell i5 the first important character we meet, and he, 

in fact, acts as a kind of guide to Sulaco both for visitors and for the 

reader. He also presents the first instance of the novel's ambivalence in 

its presentation of sorne of the main characters. Captain Mitchell also 

uses European commerce as the touchstone by which historical events may be 

evaluated, judging "as most unfavorable to the orderly working of his Com-

pany the frequent changes of government brought about by revolutions \1f 

the military type" (22). While he is portrayed satirically as a pompous, 

overblown character who se interpretatio~ of events is open to question, on 

sorne details his ooinion seems ratified as the novel progresses. Early 

on, in a blend of Captain Mitchell's account and third-person narrative, 

and historicity (in a Western sense) to dominated cultures. 

3 My use of the terro "native" is, l realize, an awkward over
simplification, as is my use of the terms "Blanco" and "European". 
Jameson uses the term "mestizo", and others have used "Indian" to deslg
nate the historical 'other' that is presented in Nostromo. There are 
problems with aIl of these terms, but the differentiation referred to both 
in the novel and in this essay is, nevertheless, l hope, sufficiently 
clear. 
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the novel presents an example of the kind of revolutionary disruption that 

is bad for commerce. Mitchell characterizes the insurgents as "'the ras-

cally mob'" (23), and in the next paragraph the narrator speaks of having 

to leave "the town to the merC'~es of a revolutionary rabble,'" a "mob 

which . . . howled and foamed" outside the company' s building. As he 

escapes, Captain Mitchell is wounded by a razor-blade fastened to a 

stick--a weapon, as he puts it, very much in favor with the "'worst kind 

of nigger out here'" (24). For the previous week, "'thieves and murderers 

from the whole province . had been flocking into Sulaco'" (24-25). 

Like vultures, "'They had scented the end.'" 

Mitchell and Nostromo then return to check on "the Company's prop-

erty. That and the property of the railway were preserved by the European 

residents . aided by the Italian and Basque workmen who rallied faith-

fully round their English chiefs" (25). While the mob is composed partly 

of natives, some can be relied on to behave well (in spite of being an 

»outcast lot of very mixed blood, mainly Negroes, everlastingly at feud 

with the other customers of low grog shops") because they have been 50 

thoroughly intimidated by Nostromo: "There was not one of them that had 

not, at sorne tirne or other, looked with terror at Nostromo's revolver 

poked very close at his face" (25-26). In the end, due to the courage and 

coercive power of Nostromo and the apparent stupidity of the "rabble," 

little actual damage is done. 

While the authority of Mitchell's epic account is ironically 

undermined4--by his pomposity for example and, as we find out later, by 

4 It is epic in two Bakhtinian senses: first, in the sense of 
monological official discourse, a fundamentally doxic narrative 
demon5trating little or no awareness of the limits of its own thoughti and 
second, as Bakhtin writes, "The world of the epic is the national heroic 
past: it i5 a world of 'beginnings' and 'peak times' in the national his-
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his incomprehension of some important events--his testimony nevertheless 

stands, albeit partially under erasure. Nevertheless, if many of the 

details of Mitchell's historical narrative are shown to be questionable,S 

what of the language in which he represents the rebels? His representa-

tion of the native rebels as a mob, the rabble, howling and foaming like 

animaIs or floc king and waiting like vultures dehumanizes them, and this 

reduction i5 further accentuated by pejorative references to race, result-

ing in a sense of genetic deficiency that denies rationality to them and 

precludes the necessity of any rational consideration of their claims to 

discursive or narrative authority. Mitchell's account may, in sorne 

senses, be shown to be suspect in juxtaposition to other accounts given in 

the novel, but the dichotomy he sets up between the 'good' faithful 

workers and the 'bad' rebellious "rabble" seems to go fundamentally 

unchallenged. 

Nowhere in the novel are the natives given the opportunity--as the 

Blancos frequently are--to articulate a political position or to narr~te a 

version of historical events. The ,ery existence of their Independant 

historical past has, in fact, been underrnined, and their humanity meta-

phorically redueed to the level of bestiality. Denied a voiee, such 

groups remain, in historian Eric Wolf's phrase, p~ople without history. 

tory, a world of fathers and of founders of families, a world of 'firsts' 
and 'bests'" (13). The ironie countermovement is apparent in the lack of 
children in Gould's life. 

5 Benita parry observes that sinee rnany of the events are narrated 
by Mitchell, "the text is able openly to mock the idea of history as the 
linear record of prominent persons participating in or precipltating great 
and noteworthy public occurrences that coalesce to issue in the glorious 
climax of progress" (118). 
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As Michel de Certeau writes: "Historical discourse makes a social identity 

explicit, not so much in the way it is 'given' or held as stable, as in 

the ways it is differentiated from . another society" (45). The rep-

resentation of native people in Nostromo constitutes such a negative pole 

by means of which the European elite--the Blancos--and their supporters 

may be differeutiated and defined. In the juxtaposition of these two 

groups and the specifie characterizations of each in the text, the strug-

gle of two language groups to be heard takes place on a far from neutral 

ground. The uneven nature of the discursive field is established early on 

and continues throughout the novel. 

Paul Armstrong finds reading Nostromo a disturbing experience. He 

doubts that 

the novel's bewildering time-shifts and its baffling variety 
of perspectives reassure the reader of the certainty of his 
world. Rather th an encouraging the reader's complacency, the 
novel's fragmented, multiple mode of narration would seem to 
impart to him in his very experience of the text a sense of 
the instability of all orderings and arrangements which the 
history of Sulaco dramatizes. (198668) 

There is no doubt that the novel encourages a feeling of unease cancerning 

the dominant power structure in Sulaco. The motives of all the Blancos 

and their dupporters are subjected ta a subtle and complex critique expos-

ing a variety of overt and covert hypocrisies. Steve Ressler notes in 

this regard 

the novel's many figures who give allegiance to something 
higher: Avellano's classical liberalism, Antonia's patriotism, 
Father Corbelàn's religious polities, Viola's heroie republi
canism, Emilia's faith in human values, Decoud's love for 
Antonia, Monygham's ehivalrous loyalty ta Mrs. Gould, Don 
Pepe's soldierly fidelity to Charles, Holroyd's purer form of 
Christianity. Even Mitchell ... relates his efforts to pro
gress. (48) 
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Gould himself sees the value of the mine, writes Ressler, "in the law, 

good faith, order, and security he is certain will result" (48). 

Ressler's discussion of these characters is, significantly, entitled "Ver-

sions of Failure," and he shows how each fails in the end to measure up to 

the Ideals he or she professes. Noting that "Almost every one of 

Nostromo's leading characters is identified by sorne deep-felt conviction," 

Armstrong proposes a similar list, then shows how the novel "alternates 

between endorsing and demystifying the ideologies it portrays" (1987 

174-75) . 

While this analysis of the contradictions and shortcomings of the 

major characters and the complexity of the narrative representations of 

them is both useful and insightful, it overlooks one crucial exclusion: 

the denial of any depth or higher motive whatsoever to certain significant 

characters. The Monteros, for instance, who oppose the Blancos, are char-

acterized as the antithesis of all idealism. If the idealism of the 

Blancos appears finally as hollowness, even this is on balance much more 

than can be said for the Monteros. Consequently, serious opposition ta 

the established hegemonic power structure never for a moment becomes in 

any way thinkable in the narrative. A reader may sympathize at times, for 

instance, with viola and his pride in his Garibaldian past, or Monygham 

and his torment, while remaining aware of the limitations that Conrad 

builds into thcse characters. Such syrnpathetic identification--however 

qua1ified--is never a possibility, however, with the Monteros (or their 

followers, such as Sotillo and Gamacho) who, as the representatives of 

native opposition to the hegemonic powers, exist beyond the horizon of 

what is thinkable. Were the Monteros merely other characters on the 

neutra1 ground of plot, it would have been possible for Conrad ta 
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represent their position simply as another kind of political idealism or 

illusion, one whose shortcomings and hollowness he could have demonstrated 

in the same way that he undermines the idealism of the Blancos--showing 

that opposition, even revolutionary opposition, has no more real positive 

potential than any of the other ideals represented in the novel. Instead, 

the Monteros are presented as grotesque, bestial, semi-lunatics, a depic-

tion that indicates, perhaps, a profound anxiety concerning the political 

possibi1ities that they represent. 6 

Armstrong argues that in Nostromo "Conrad employs a contradictory 

narrative strategy whereby he introduces a claim of authority only to calI 

attention to its limits and cast doubts on its pretensions" (1987 163). 

For the most part, this is a va1id reading, yet no matter how much the 

narrative autherity of the Blances is undermined or their motives put into 

1uestion, there is no equivalent to the following representation of Gen-

eral Montero. Risen from the "rdbble," subsequently ta become leader of 

the opposing forces, his "claim of authority" is never introduced. There 

is no "contradictory narrative strategy" here, and it is in this com-

6 The possibility remains that the narra tors are unreliable and 
that Conrad's attitude ta the perspectives presented in the novel is 
ironie. Chinua Achebe's response ta Stlch an approach to Heart of Darkness 
seems relevant to Nostromo as well: 

rt might be contended, of cOurse, that the attitude to the 
African. .; s not Conrad' s but that of his fictional nar-
rator, Marlowe, and that far from endorsing it Conrad might 
indeed be holding it up to irony and criticism . . But if 
Conrad's intention is ta draw a cordon sanitaire between him-
self and. . his narrator his care seems to me totally 
wasted because he neglects to hint however subtly or tenta
tively at an alternative frame of reference by which we may 
judge the actlons and opinions of his characters. rt would 
not have been beyond Conrad's power to make that provision if 
he had thought it necessary. (256) 
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parison that one aspect of the uneven nature of the discursive field may 

be clearly discerned: 

In this gorgeous uniform, with his bull neck, his hooked no se 
flattened on the tip upon a blue-black, dyed moustache, he 
looked like a disguised and sinister vaquero [cowboy]. The 
drone of his voice had a strangely rasping, soulless ring. 

During a formaI dinner "he fixed a lurid, sleepy glance" on Sir John, , 

cornrnits a clear social and political gaffe in his toast, then sits down 

with "a half-surprised, half-bullying look.~ After dinner he appears 

equally alien and ludicrous, "his bald head covered now by a plumed cocked 

hat." 

The white plume, the coppery tint of his broad face, the blue
black of the moustaches under the curved beak, the mass of 
gold on sleeves and breast, the high shining boots with 
enormous spurs, the working nostrils, the irnbec~le and 
domineering stare of the glorious victor of Rio Seco had in 
them something ominous and incredible; the exaggeration of a 
cruel caricature, the fatuity of soleron masquerading, the 
atrocious groces-queness of sorne military idol of Aztec con
ception and European bedecking, awaiting the homage of wor
shipers. Don José approached diplomatically this weird ~nd 
inscrutable portent, and Mrs. Gould turned her fascinated eyes 
away at last. (110-11) 

Again, no matter how much we, ab readers, may ultimately harbor reserva-

tions about Don Pepe or Emilia, our gaze is encouraged by the narrator to 

align itself with theirs in a shared di$tance from this bizarre figure 

whose very clothing refuses our interpretive codes. Armstrong notes the 

descriptions of Montero as weIl as Guzman Sento and Sotillo but sees them 

7 The eyes function frequently as a window on the soul in Nostromo, 
distinguishing moral character as weIl as support [or the Blanco regime. 
The government official with whom Gould deals has a "dark olive complexion 
and shifty eyes" (85), while Montero here moves from "a lurid, sleepy 
glance" to an "imbecile dnd domineering stare" (llO-11). Don Pepe, on the 
other hand, has "a kindly twinkle of drollery in his deep-set eyes" (92), 
and Barrios has "a black silk patch over one eye. His other eye, small 
and deep-set, twinkled erratically in aIl directions, ajmlessly affable" 
(141) . 
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5imply as portraits of tyrants who "seize and abuse power to c:ompensate 

for wounds to their narcissism" (160). This analysis--which removes any 

political content from opposition to the Blances, ascribing it instead to 

psychological deficiencies--does not take into account two related fa~ts 

about the representational strategies of the novel: first, that these 

despicable narcissistic tyrants are all on one side of the struggle, are 

all against the Blancos; and, second, that no one opposed to the Blancos 

seems to be the beneficiary of a similar "contradictory narrative 

strategy" that would suggest a sympathetic human dimension as well. 8 The 

reader may have serious misgivings concerning the Blancos, but the alter-

native is unthinkable, ljterally incomprehensible, and this is the kind of 

social "differentiation" de Certeau posits as a central function of his-

torical discourse. 

It would be short-sighted to deny either the acuteness or the sub-

tlety of Conrad's critique of imperialism in Nostromo and elsewhere. Con-

rad undoubtedly succeeds in decentering the menological aelf-evidence 

(doxa) of imperialist culture through his critique of the Blancos. He 

casta doubt on the meaning of historical events and the motives that 

influenced them. Further. he calls into question the historiographical 

representations of those events through the many characters, such as Cap-

8 Ressler writes that "Because of cultural conditioning and 
insufficient modes of perception fashioned on assumptions of rationality, 
measure, and progress, the Westerners are unable to comprehend the alien 
and primitive forces of Costaguana." But there i3 more at stake than 
simple neutral incomprehension. Gould, for instance, realizes at times 
"that he, too, shares in the country' s moral contagion" (50-51) 1 an 
extremely negative characterization. Ressler is, perhaps, accurate enough 
in his assessment of the text, but he 5eems to accept uncritically thia 
representation of the situation as an adequate one r3ther than questioning 
the very dubious ascription of "moral contagion" to this country and its 
people. 
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tain Mitchell, Avellano, and Decoud who keep records or narrat.e historical 

event.s after the faet. 9 Critieism of imperialism was not 50 widespread at 

the time, and Conrad' s achievement is, perhaps, to move sueh a critica l 

discourse onto the agenda, into the realm of the thinkable (orthodoxy). 

But he is clearly n0t concerned with pushing a step further ~nto a vi. sion 

of social heterodoxy that would give a voiee to disruptive heteroglot ele-

ments. Those groups, notably the natives in Nostrome>, remain essent ~ally 

in a state of aphasia, permitted neither to narrate their own heterodox 

version of events nor to have those social positions represented--or even 

alluded to--with any seriousness by another narrator. If Conrad relent-

lessly exposes the illusions of the Blancos, nevertheless, as Jenkins 

observes, in Nostromo 

AIl illusions are equal but sorne are more so, and just as the 
society of post-revolutionary Sulaco may be in fact bet ter 
while, theoretically, no different from any other, so the same 
can Ct said of the bellefs and actions of the charaeters 
siding with the Blanco party. (158) 

The natives are granted two basic modes of existence in Nostromo 

First, they are represented as existing anonyrnously, timelessly, as pic-

turesque scenery, elements of the exotic background setting of the novel 

This is the vision that Emil';'a, for instance, conveys in the descr~ption 

of her first travels in the countryside (84-5), or in this passage, as 

they come eagerly seeking work in the silver mine: 

Whole families had been moving from the first towards the spot 
in the Higuerota range, : .. hence the rumour of work and safety 
had spread over the pastoral Campo .' . Father Urst, in a 
pointed straw hat, then the mother with the bigger ch~ldren, 
generally also a diminutive donkey, aIl under burdens, except 
the leader himself, or perhaps sorne brown girl, the pr~de of 

9 See Edward Said' s Beginnings for a discussion of these llis
toriographic representations. 
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the family, stepping barefooted and straight as an arrow, with 
braids of raven hair, a thick haughty profile, and no load to 
carry but the small guitar of the country and a pair of soft 
leather sandals tied together on her back. (94) 

Often in su ch situations, the picturesque sights are distanced through the 

use of a Eu ropean observer who sees, as i t were, with the reader and 

offers an interpret~ve stance. The interposition of the European mediates 

the strangeness by providing a 'familiar' frame for the exotic natives. 

In the description of Montero cited above, the appearance of this bizarre 

figure 1s medidted for the reader through the familiar gaze of Don José 

and EmHia. A. similar mediation takes place here: "At the sight of such 

parties . . t.::avelers on horseback would remark to each other: 'More 

people going to the San Tomé mine. We shall see others tomorrow'" (94). 

In such cases there is no real penetration into the interior spa ce of the 

natives, indeed little suggestion that such a space exists. The reader is 

allowed no direct access to the natives and their point of view--all rep-

resentations of them emerge chrough the perspective of the Europeans. 

The other mocle of native existence has two aspects, bath of which 

center on the percElived absurdity or irrationality of their lifestyles. 

Often, this too is presented through the eyes of Europeans in arder to 

foreground the incomprehensibility of the people under scrutiny. Don Pepe 

is thought remarkaole for his ability to remember the identity of 50 many 

of the mi ners; not only the men, 

but he 
growing 
puzzled 
quently 
sulting 

seemed able . . . te classify each wornan, girl, or 
youth of his domain. It was only the young fry that 
htm sometimes. He and the padre could be seen fre-

. trying to sort them out, as it were, in low con
tones. (95) 

Their taxonomie difficulty is compounded by the appearance of the chil-

dren, such as the 



81 

small, staid urchin met wandering, naked and grave, along the 
road with a c~gar in his baby mouth, and pe~'haps his mother's 
rosary, purloined for purposes of ornamentation, hanging in a 
loop of beads low down on his rot und little stomach. 

This sense of native absurdity has another, less benign aspect as well 

however, as evidenced in the description of the bestia land i rrationa l 

Montero. He not only appears utterly differentiated from the 'civilized' 

Europeans, but because of the threat he poses ta the political stability 

of the Blancos, his characterization also adds a powerful element of vil-

lainous irrationality to the (sometimes picturesquel absurdl.ty of nat lve 

existence. 

The problem, then, is not that the European aristocrats and cap.l-

talists are presented as stable and good while the natives are presented 

as evil. Such a simple opposition entirely misses the complexity of Con-

rad' s understanding of at least one half of the balance. Father CorbeLin, 

for instance, may be "fanatical," but he is also fearless, honest and 

absolutely committed to his ideal. In the "wilds" the people he preached 

to are presented in r ... ther more negative terms: "'UI~Qdthirsty savages, 

devoid of human compassion or worship of any kind." Because the nat .lves 

are presented in this light, lacking 'human nature' as we understand it, "3 

number of ironic juxtapositions appear. Father Corbeldn himself is hardly 

a compassianate man, and, further, he believes "that the politicians of 

Sta Marta had harder hearts and more corrupt minds than the heathen" 

(168). But if there is a sense that the difference between the two 

cultural groups is being eroded, nevertheless, the "heathens" remain the 

negative pole on which such definitions are based. If the Enancos are 

presented as possessing a range of moral strengths and weaknesses, ideals 

and the betrayal of those ideals, the natives are granted no such depth or 
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eomplexity. That strategie historiographie denial constitutes the basis 

of their polit ical and discursive marginalization. 

There have been, of course, innumerable rebellions against 

imperialism throughout the history of South America. Such rebellions have 

been of many different kinds, having many different motivations, not all 

wholly admirable by any means. Yet in representing one such rebellion--

the Monterist--Conrad is refracting the discourse of a socio-ideologically 

alien group and its struggle for legitimaey or authority. The situation 

is sim~lar to that which Bradley eonfronts in dealing with the problem of 

evaluating jarring witne5ses, and Conrad' s response i5 similar: to the 

degree that their experience--not to mention their appearance--is foreign 

ta us, thei!" testimony can be refused. Since the native sense of reality 

on which sueh a point of view might be based is not acknowledged, their 

heterodox testimony is not allowed. One incident in Conrad' s representa-

tian of the native rebellion may serve as a useful example. Late in the 

novel when the victory of the Monterists seems assured, Pedro Montera 

(brother of the leader) rides into Sulaco and makes a victory speech. The 

third-person narrator describes the entry of the rebels in terms that 

expand on, but do not in essence contradict, Mitchell' s representation of 

them: 

And Urst came straggling in through the land gate the armed 
mob of al! colors, complexions, types, and states of ragged
ness, callir.g themselves the Sulaco National Guard . 
Through the middle of the street streamed, like a torrent of 
rubbish, a mass of straw hats, ponchos, gun-barrels, with an 
enormous green and yellow flag flapping in their midst, in a 
cloud of dust, ta the furious beating of drums. (318) 

This heterogenous group stragglesi they do not ma rch or walk or 

stroll or move. There seems almost a kind of ludicrous impertinence in 
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their use of an official title: they may call themselves the National 

Guard, but the clear suggestion is that no right-thinking persan wou Id. 

They are a mob, nct an army, and their lack of racial homogeneity seems to 

caunt against them as much as the poverty and hardship that results in 

their ragged clothes. The metaphor employed te describe them is "rub-

blsh," garbage, and their humanity is further reduced through the 

metonymic figure that presents them as "a mass of hat.s, ponchos, gun bar-

rels," not as people. Their over-sized flag flaps, rather than waves, as 

they straggle through the dust to the furious beating of drums, a 

cacophony that suggests insanity rather than victory. 10 "Behind the rab-

ble could be seen . the 'army' of Pedro Montero." The word "'a rmy'" 

is contained within ironie quotation marks which mock the idea that th13 

military force could possess any real legitimacy and which place ioto 

question the validity of the distinction between the rabble and the army. 

To prepare the reader for Pedro' s victory speech, Conrad provides 

sorne background information and a perspective on the man and his movement. 

In detail.ing the means by which Pedro Montera had gained his following, 

however, Conrad omits entirely the idea that oppressed people throughout 

history have periodically risen up against t.hose in power in order to 

change the oppressive conditions of their ex~stence. 11 His influence over 

the "rabble" 

10 At times, even Europeans can be affected by t.his noise: "The bar
barous and imposing noise of the big drum, that can madden a crowd, and 
that even Europeans cannot hear without a strange emotion" (115). 

11 As a Pol.e, Conrad was certainly aware of such political move
ments. The distinction seems to lie, perhaps, in t.he fact that since the 
natives are clearly an "inferior" group, the situat.ion is simply nct (in 
Bradley' s terms) ana logous. 
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can be ascribed only to a genius for treachery of so effective 
a kind that it must have appeared to those violent men but 
little removed from a state of utter savagery, as the perfec
tion of sagacity and virtue. The popular lore of all nations 
testified that duplicity and cunning . . . were looked upon, 
even more than courage, as heroic virtues by primitive 
mankind. (319) 

From perverse leadership to pathetic "rabble," the revolution is 

propelled, then, by a combinat ion of racial, cultural and psychological 

shortcomings on the part of the revolutionaries rather than by any posi-

tive desire to redress the wrongs done to them or to alter the rower 

structure that victimizes them. No political motive seems to influence 

them at aIl, living, as they appear to, below the horizon of political 

consciousness. The "ignorant and barbarous plainsmen" follow Montero 

becau,e they "are always ready to believe promises that flatter their 

secret hopes" (319-20), and Montero has been successful in thus manipulat-

ing them. 12 Conrad' s ironic qualification ("We have changed since") does 

not, however, ameliorate the effect of the characterization: while noting 

a theoretical similarity between "us" and "them," it insists on a separate 

cultural time frame that denies "them" coeval (Fabian) status. 

Pedro himself is "bald, with bunches of crisp hair above [his] ears, 

arguing the presence of sorne Negro blood" and is gifted, as members of 

'lower races' apparently sometimes are, with "an ape-like faculty for 

imitating all the outward signs of refinement and distinction, and w~th a 

parrot-like talent for languages" (320). The benign, and, in the event, 

12 If the portrait of Montero anticipates to sorne degree the sub
sequent rise of fascist demagoguely in Europ~, an important difference 
lies in the fact that European fascists supported racist and imperialist 
mythologies whereas the natives of South America were victims of them. 
European fascists sought to expand their power geographically, while the 
nationalist and populist movements such as the Monterists were attempting 
to wrest control of their own homes from the imperialists. 
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misguided, "munificence of a great European traveler" had provided him 

with some education after which, Pedrito,13 "incorrigibly lazy and 

slovenly, had drifted aimlessly . . . picking up an easy and disreputable 

living." Talent and education are obviously wasted on such a persan, and 

so "His ability to read did nothinq for him but fill his he ad with absurd 

visions. His actions were usually determined by motives so improbdble in 

themselves as to escape the penetration of a rational person." Pedro thus 

stands in bold contrast to those Europeans whose complex motivations and 

rationalizations are penetrated 50 subtly in the novel. His mimicry of 

refinement, however, has been sufficient to delude those who did not know 

better into temporarily "credit [ing] him with the possession of sane 

views." This denial of rationality and sanity to Montero and his rebel-

lion tends to ensure that any historical testimony he might present need 

not be seriously considered. 

The depiction of Montero moves between terms of bestiality, insanity 

and racial inferiority. His insanity, combined with his ability to read, 

leads him to delusions of grandeur similar ta those stereotypical ones of 

the madman who believes he is Napoleon. Montero, as a result of a mis-

guided reading of French history, thinks he can model himself on the Duc 

de Morny. This obviously ludicrous aspiration--not a desire for social 

justice--"was one of the ':'mmediate causes of the Monterist revolution" 

(321), together with "the fundamental causes" that were "rooted in the 

political immaturity of the people, in the indolence of the upoer classes 

13 The narrator' s use of the diminutive form "Pedrito" ("Little 
Pedro") itself has the effect of reducing whatever claim to authority he 
might have asserted. By contrast, the fonnai titles of the Blancos are 
frequently used (Don Carlos, Don Pepe), thus tacitly affirming the greater 
legitimaC'y of th'ür social positions and aspirations. 
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and the mental darkness of the lower." pedro's delusions of grande..lr are 

not, however, without a practical side as well: 

Now his brother was master of the country, whether as presi
dent, dictator, or even as Emperor--why not as an Emperor?--he 
meant to demand a share in every enterprise--in railways, in 
mines, ~n sugar estates, in cotton mills, in land cornpanies, 
in eaeh and every undertaking--as the priee of his protection. 

The stage has at Iast been set for Montero's vietory speech. With a 

few theatrical gestures ("[rom the natural pleasure he had in dissembling" 

(322)), he climbs up a few steps to take his place, flanked by Garnacho 

(who "big and hot, wiping his hairy wet face, uncovered a set of yellow 

fangs in a grin of stupid hilarity") and Fuentes ("smali and Iean, Iooked 

on with compressed lips") and begins to speak: "He began it with the 

shouted word 'Citizensl,n But that is as far as we are allowed to follow. 

Conrad jams the speech, somewhat in the way that subversive radio stations 

dr~ jammed by wary governments. The citizens are not interested anyway, 

we are told: they are instead, like children, interested only in the 

histrionics, "his tip-toeing, the arms flung above his head with the fists 

clenched, a hand laid fIat upon the heart, the silver gleam of rolling 

eyes," and 50 on. Conrad is deterrnined to distance the speech in every 

way possible, in the sarne way that he has made alien the man and his fol-

lowers. The peoole, it 5eems, are not interested, 50 they do not hear it; 

and since Montero is clearly a jarring witness, the omniscient narrator 

chooses not to narrate it. Instead, in a sort of cinematic pan,14 the 

point of view retreats to a distance from which, apart from the shouts of 

the crowd, one can make out only 

14 See Paul Coates's discussion of Conrad and the cinematic (89-92). 



87 

the mouth of the orator .. opening and shutting, and 
detached phrases--'The happiness of the people', 'Sons of the 
country', 'The entire world, el mundo entiero'--reached even 
the packed steps of the cathedral with a feeble clear ring, 
th in dS the buzzing of 'i mosquito. (323) 

The aphasia of those excluded from power, "denied access to the instru-

ments of the struggle for the definition of reality" (1977 170) is what is 

at stake here. Conrad enforces that aphasia first by making the character 

utterlyalien, then by blocking Montero's ability to speak and be heard, 

metaphorically reducing it to the insignificant and meanir.gless "buzzing 

of a mosquito" .15 

It is one thing to suggest tha~ for whatever reason, uprisings on 

the part of oppressed peoples are doomed to failure even if, initially, 

they succeedi it is quite another to vilify and ridicule those people to 

such an extent. 16 The power of the rhetoric used to ~ontain the speech of 

15 Chinua Achebe, again commenting on a comparable situation of 
aphasia in Heart of Darkness, writes: 

But perhaps the most significant difference is the one implied 
in the author's bestowal of human expression to the one 
(European] and the withholding of it from the other (African]. 
It is clearly not part of Conrad's purpose ta confer language 
on the 'rudimentary souls' of Africa" (255). 

16 The Monteros are last heard of in a disreputable condition befit
ting their overall role in the novel: 

General Montero, in less than a month after proclaiming him
self Emperor of Costaguana, was shot dead (during a solemn and 
public distribution of orders and crosses) by a young artil
lery officer, the brother of his then mistress. 

Sexual scandaI ~l90 surrounds "pedrito the Guerillero," who has been 
"recognized. . arrayed in purple slippers and a velvet smoking-cap with 
a go1d tassel, keeping a disorder1y house in one of the southern ports" 
(400). The use of explicitly sexual terms r~re ta represent degradation 
recalls Bakhtin's analysis of images of the lower bodily stratum, or Mary 
Douglas's discussion in Purity and Danger of the transferral of images of 
pollution fro~ the body politic to the phys~cal or sexual body. 
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the anti-imperialist revolutionaries suggests, perhaps, a great fear. As 

Jenkins argues, in Nostromo, Conrad's 

social position becomes a knife-edge balance between a desire 
to challenge the existing arrangements of the universe and a 
fe~r of summoning up sorne annihilating specter in the face af 
which the cruelty of the existing arrangements appears as 
nothing. (147) 

The object of this fear is not 50 much successful revolution perhaps but 

anarchy, chaos, a carnivalesque overturning of authority, a possibility in 

comparison with which the ruling power structure begins to look more 

acceptable. It is as though in order to maintain his "1<'life-edge balance" 

Conrad must compensate for his çlltique of the European power structure in 

Sulaco with a far more extreme and total attack on the native alternatives 

to it. 

One aspect of this balance might be suggested in the juxtaposition 

of two passages. The f irst occurs early in the novel, as Gould explains 

to his wife the 50Cidlly beneficial effects of the mine: 

What is wanted here is law, good faith, order, security. 
Anyone can declaim about these things, but l pin my faith ta 
material interests. Only let material interests once get a 
firm footing, and they are baund ta impose the conditions on 
which alone they can continue to exist. That' 5 how your 
money-making is justified here in the face of lawlessness and 
disorder. It i5 jU5tified because the security which it 
demands must be shared with an oppressed people. A better 
justice will come afterwards. That' s your ray of hope. (81) 

By the end of the novel these ideals have not, of course, been realized, 

and Emilia's despair answers Charles's early 1dealism: 

there was something inherent in the necessities of successful 
action which carried with it the moral degradation of the 
idea. She saw the San Tomé mountain hanging over the Campo, 
over the who le land, feared, hated, wealthy; more soulless 
than any tyrant, more pit iless and autoc ratic th an the worst 
Government i ready to crush innumerable lives in th"" PY[li'ln1>ion 
of i ts grea tness. (427 -28) 
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A wide range of the ideological spectrum is covered here: the mine as the 

ray of hope, the mine as darkest curse. But the f'olitical limits of this 

discourse can perhaps be noted both in the lack of political alternatives 

and in the narrow social spectrum represented. Those associated with the 

owners of the mine are given the most profound insights--indeed almost the 

only insights--into its potential for progress and for destruction. Those 

innumerable crushed lives--unless they are Blancos--remain no more than 

abstractions whose visions of the significance of the mine are never 

articulated, whose political hopes and social ideals f ind no expresslon. 

The discourse of social critique, of liberation (that ~as often been 

a discourse of oppressed groups), is instead displaced anta the privl1egerl 

groups in three ways. First, they are denied the right to voice it: for 

example, Pedro Montero' s "victory" speech is blocked by the narrator and 

made incoherent. Second, with t.lÎs native discourse Jammed, the care for 

native well-being that naturally figures in such a discour-5e i5 then 

appropriated by the Blancos who seem to understand the condition of the 

miners and peasants better than they themselves do--a case in point here 

is Mrs. Gould who, on the dubious basis of having lived for a short t ime 

in southern Italy, is credited with an intimate knowledge of peasants and 

a profound concern for their well-being, and whose vision of the moral 

failure of th,~ mine seems most profound. Thus, the self-representation of 

the lower st :ata is first blocked, and then overridden by the 'truer-' rep-

resentation articulated by the upper. The natives--whether Monter-o or the 

peasants--are Séen through the eyes of the Blancos, never the reverse.' 1 

17 See Edward Said' s Orientalism for a discussion of the problern of 
colonial se~f-representation. 
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In a passage combining a moral and an aesthetic gaze, whose lyrical poig-

nancy attests perhaps to ~rs. Gould's sincerity, Conrad writes: 

Having acquired in southern Europe a knowledge of true 
peasantry, she was able to appreciate the great worth of the 
people. She SdW the man under the silent, sad-eyed beast of 
burden. She saw them on the road carrying loads, lonely fig
ures upon the plain, toiling under great straw hats, with 
their white clothing flapping about their limbs in the wind; 
she remembered the villages by sorne group of Indian women at 
the fountain impressed upon her memory, by the face of sorne 
young Indian girl with a melancholy and sensual profile, rais
ing an earthenware vessel of cool water at the door of a dark 
hut with a wooden porch cumbered with great brown jars . . . . 
and a party of charcoal carriers, with each man's load resting 
above his head on the top of the low mud wall, slept stretched 
in cl row within the strip of shade. (84-85) 

Once again, a European acts as the readers's intermediary. Her creden-

tials, however, based on a visit to her aunt, seem less than sufficient--

not because the analogy between Italian peasant ("true peasantry") and 

South American native is untenable, but because her authority as 

spokesperson for native experience seems rather unfounded. To understand 

the sufferings of natives or miners, one would obviously do better to hear 

the testimonies of the natives or miners in question, rather than rely on 

that of the wife of the colonialist mine-owner. But the admission of this 

native perspective on historical events is not allowed in Nostromo. 

The third step, completing this displacement of the discourse of 

social critique, is to ascribe the real suffering, the most essential i11-

effects of imperialist capitalism, to the imperialists themselves who 

become hollow and enslaved, and who confront a meaningless world as a 

result of their relation to wealth and power. In the end, the Blancos 

appear as the real victims of imperialism: the Goulds, Decoud, and 50 on. 

Using Emilia once again as an example, the social tragedy that she articu-

lates in the passage above moves from the fate of the innumerable crushed 
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lives to one particular crushed life--her own--in less a~stract terms, 

echoing in a negative context the phrase her husband had uttered as the 

essence of hope: 

she would never have him to herself. Never; not for one short 
hour altogether to herself in this old Spanish house that she 
loved 50 well! . . . A terrible success for the last of the 
Goulds. The last' She had hoped for a long, long time, that 
perhaps--But no' There were to be no more. An immense 
desolation, the dread of her OWll continued life, descended 
upon the first lady of Sulaco. with a prophetie vision 3he 
saw herself surviving alone the degradalion of her young ideal 

. all alone in the Treasure House of the World. The 
profound, blind, suffering express~on of a painful dream 
settled on her face with its closed eyes. In the indistinct 
voice of an unlucky sleeper, lying passive in the grip of a 
merciless nightmare, she stammered out aimlessly the words: 

'Material interesl.' (428) 

While there is undoubtedly sorne heuristic value in representing the 

Goulds, for example, as the real victims, the real slaves, this symbolism 

obscures a great deal as well. It is not just a matter of an apolitical 

acceptance of the fact that all people-- imperialists and peasants alike--

are victims. This interpretation of Conrad's tragic, or perhaps 

nihilistic, vision of a universal "human condition" overlooks the Eact 

that the representation Conrad constructs clearly do~s different~ate 

between the cultural cornrnunities, privileqing the cornplex sufferings oE 

0ne group and marginalizing that of the other. The transference that 

occurs here allows the Goulds to be represented metaphorically as the 

slaves, while the vast numbers of African slaves imported to mine the 

wealth of South America, and the millions of native people who were 

literally enslaved and worked to death are left without a legitimate com-
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Instead, toward the end of the book, ~e find that discursive space 

rather ambiguously occupied by Nostromo who, since the events of the 

rebellion, has developed a radic,-' social conscience. Ironic.ally, the 

f(unding of the new regime owes a great deal to his heroie acts. His very 

name, Nostromo, is a nickname conferred on him by his European superiors, 

a name meaning not only boatswain (his previous occupation) but, more 5ig-

nifieantly, "our man." we see him in this capaeity as he drives the 

"unruly brotherhood of ail sorts of seum" ta work, using "the butt of a 

heavy revolver" to solv[e] the problem oflabour without fail," In this 

way he patrols the "siums" that resemble "eow-byres," or "dog-kennels," 

the "obseene lean-to sheds" where they sleep (89): 

He called out men's names menacingly from the saddle . 
But if perehanee he had to dismount, then, after a whi.le' from 
the door of that hovel or of that pulperia, with a ferociou!j 
seuffle and stifled imprecations, a cargador would fly out 
he ad first and hands abroad, to sprawl under the forelegs of 
the silver-grey mare . . . , and the man, picking himself up, 
would walk away ha5tily from N05tromo' s revolver, reeling a 
little along the street and snarling low eurses. (89-90) 

This approach to labor relations 5eems not to be questioned in the novel. 

"'The fellow is devoted to me, body and soul" Captain Mitchell was given 

to affirm" (49). While this evaluation of their relationship ean hardly 

be taken at face value, there is no doubt that Nostromo's impressive 

strengths are harnessed in the service of the "material interests." In 

this capacity he i3 "too scornful in his temper even to utter abuse, a 

18 Ressler' s response i3 not unusual. Of Emilia, for instance, he 
writes: "In the depth of her suffering and in her grasp of the darkest 
realities, Mrs. Gould endures the fullest burden of tragedy in the novel" 
(56). The 3uffering and grim realities faced by the native people seem to 
be wholly occluded from such a formulation, whieh focu'3es ~nstead on the 
suffering of è person whose relative comfort stems from their oppression. 
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tireless taskmaster, and the more to be feared because of 11is aloofness" 

(26), Mitchell' s complimentary reference to Nostromo' s "force of charac-

ter" conceals a somewhat less subtle kind of force. 19 

It is strange then to see Nostromo take up the cause of the peor, 

but even this dramatic conversion is contained within th~ circle of irony 

and orthodoxy. The change in his character initially appears as a kind of 

rebirth: he lies "as if dead" after his long swim, a vulture waiting, 

until he arises and says "'I amnot deadyet'" (341-42), Essentially a 

public figure, "Tre necessity of living concealed" renders his existence 

meaningless since there .l.S no one either to know or to care what might 

have happened to him. And it is at this moment of rebirth that he 

understands his friend Viola' s vision of power relations: "Kings, minis-

ters, aristocrats, the rich in genere.l, kept the people in poverty and 

subjection: they kept them as they kept dogs, to fight and hunt for their 

service" (342). Just as Viola' s insight is undermined by his own adula-

tion of the Gould' sand his scorn for the peasants, Nostromo' s new politi-

cal vision is similarly questionable. 

Nostromo' s social conscience seems to have its origin not in any 

real social concern but in a feeling of having been forgot ten, betrayed by 

his superiors during the revolution. The courageous actions he had per-

formed during that desperate affair in response to their urgent pleas had 

gone unnoticed, unappreciated, and it is the resulting personal resentment 

that fuels his alienation from his Blanco superiors more than any serious 

politi.:al ideal or social insight, Initially, in fact, Nostromo seems 

19 See al::.o a passage cited earlier, "There was not one of them that 
had not, at sorne time or other, looked with terror at Nostromo' s revolver 
poked very close at his face" (25-26). 
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almost eager te return to his previeus relation to Blanco power. Meeting 

Monygham soon after, he 

was mollified by what seemed a sign of sorne faint interest in 
such things as had befallen him ., . At that moment he felt 
communicative. He expected the continuance of that interest. 
which, whether accepted or rejected, would have restored to 
him his personality--the only thing lost in the desperate 
affair. (357-58) 

Monygham considers Nostromo' sanger a kind of childishness, in accord with 

the narrator' s earlier statement tha t he "was simple. He was as ready t.o 

become the prey of any belief, superstition, or desire as a child" (344). 

A "popular mind" such as Nostromo' s, states the narrator, "is incapable of 

skepticism; and that incapacity delivers their helpless st.rength to the 

wiles of swindlers and to the pitiless enthusiasms of leaders inspired by 

visions of a high destiny" (346-47). Nost.romo' s new-found political 

awareness is thus undermined through its non-political basis in his help-' 

less gUllibility, childish resentment and naive pride. As with Montero, 

oppositional political opinion and action is thoroughly depoliticized 

through ascr iption to psychological imbalance. 

Nostromo' s political critique of the power structure is further 

compromised by Hs development in tandem with his decision to keep the 

treasure for himself rather than to return it to its owners. His social 

conscience appears compromised not only because he is becoming rich on the 

silver himself--silver which he has stolen, silver which as he knows ~s 

the source of much of the in justice he sees around him--but also by the 

fact that he seems in no hurry to use it to help t.he poor whose suffering 

he invokes more frequently the richer he grows. Jenkins asks: 

what happens to this new-found consciousness and autonomy? It 

is true t.hat Nostromo expresses it by support. ing the new move
ment that asserts the independent interests of the workers as 
against those of the oligarchy. But Conrad nulllfies the 
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validity of this autonomy by making it dependent on the stolen 
silver . . . . Nostromo pas.'5es from exploitation by the 
oligarchy to exploitation by the fetishized product of the 
oligarchy. (172) 

Nostromo, toward the end of the novel, appears as yet another victim 

of the silver--like the Goulds, a slave to it. The wealthier he becomes, 

the more he seems a victim of slavery and tyranny: "And to become the 

slave of a treasure with full self-knowledge is an occurence rare and men-

tally disturbing" (428). "And the feeling of fearful and ardent subjec-

tion, the feeling of his slavery . . weighed heavily on the independent 

Captain Fidélnza" (431) • "He yearned to clasp, embrace, absorb, subjugate 

. this treasure, whose tyranny had weighed upon his minct, his actions, 

his very s leep" (433). His dream of a life for Giselle as splendid as 

that of Emilia (443) takes on a less than positive aspect in light of 

Emilia' s despair. And his death is at least partly attributable to his 

possession of the stolen silver since this is behind his refusaI to marry 

Giselle immediately. Any power Nostromo may have had as a spokesman for 

the poor is ultimately erod- j in light of the many ways in which his 

political integrity is compromised. 20 

The alternative discourse of liberation that might be thot\ght to 

accompany the critique of imperialist capitalism is not just undermined, 

but everywhere discredited in Nostromo. In his portrait of the leader of 

20 There is a striking historical and literary irony in the fact 
that the edit ion l am using--Penguin--has on its cover a reproduction of a 
portrait of Zapata, the Mexican revolutionary peasant leader. The 
portrait is presumably meant to l.efer in sorne way to Nostromo, but Zapata, 
curiously, was leader of ë\ revolution against everything that Nostromo and 
the Blancos stand for. Indeed, as a native leading a popular insurrec
tion, Zapata seems closer to Montero than to Nostromo. 
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the new socialist organization in Sulaco, Conrad employs the rhetorical 

techniques that make a character appear alien that he used so successfully 

earlier in characterizing the Monteros. The leader i5 presented as "an 

indigent, sickly, somewhat hunchbacked" (432) man, "small, frail, blood-

thirsty, the hater of capitalists, perched on a high stool" (459) near 

Nostromo' s deathbed, "huddled U? on the stool, shock-headed, wildly hairy, 

like a hunchbacked monkey" (460), intent on extracting money from 

N05tromo, a dying man. This is the last example in the novel of a charac-

ter who might seem to be involved in a radical attempt to alter the power 

structure. His obsessive nature suggests a lack of any recognizably 

rational interior complexity or depth, and his appearance is at once 

monstrous and--like the natives--bestial. He doesn' t sit, he perches and 

huddles. And to judge by his shock of unkempt hair and his resemblance to 

a monkey, one wonders if he too doesn't, perhaps, like the Monteras, have 

sorne "Negro blood. Il 

Not only is oppositional discourse--native or EUl:CJpean--thoroughly 

marginalized, at one point we are given a glimpse of a native who recog-

nizes the benef.i.t5 of the colonial system: 

The grave alcalde [a civic official] himself, in a whl.te 
waistcloth and a flowered chintz gown with sleeves, open wide 
upon his naked stout person with an effect of a gaudy bathing 
robe, stood by, wearing a rough beaver hat at the back of his 
head, and grasping a tall staff with a silver knob in his 
hand. (329) 

The native is made to seem alien, a figure of ridicule, in much the same 

way that the Monteras were made ta appear bizarre and grotesque. The 

reader' s interpretive gaze is, once again, confounded by this figure, yet 

this absurd grave person is even proud 0'" ~is ridiculous costume: 

These insignia of his dignity had been conferred upon him by 
the Administration of the mine, the fountdin of honor, of 
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prosperity, and peace . . . . which seemed with its treasures 
to pour down . . . the gifts of well-being, securi ty, and jl.. s
tice upon the toiler::s. 

These opinions are presented as those of the native (and of other natives 

as well), and the condescending irony of the passage allows the reader a 

superior vision, a knowledge that the mine is not so benign as these na~ve 

workers believe. Yet if a disbelieving irony distances the reader, there 

is nonetheless a degree of sympathy for the native, and for others who 

peaceably and uncomplainingly ally themselves with the mine. That 

sy;npathy is quite the opposite of the antipathy, revulsion, and scorn 

expressed toward those who, allied with the Monteros, oppose the est ab-

lished structure of "material interests." The narrator intercedes to 

speak even for the pro-Blanco natives, however, addressing the narrative 

audience over the heads, as it were, of the natives under discussion: 21 

In a very few years the sense of belonging to a powerful 
organization had been developed in these harassed, half-wild 
Indians. They were proud of, and attached to, the mine. It 
had secured their confidence and belief. They invested it 
with a protecting and invincible virtue as though it were a 
fetish made by their own hands, for they were ignorant, and in 
other respects did not differ appreciably from the rest of 
mankind which puts int inite trust in its own creations. It 
never entered the alcalde's head that the mine could fail in 
its protection and its force. (329) 

The natives, however, are represented as different, beginning with the 

alien appearance that--as in the case of General Montero--distances by 

simultaneously attracting and repelling the European gaze through anarchie 

transgression of any recognizable dress codes. 'fhese "half-wild" crea-

tures apparently need sorne institutional structure imposed from the out-

21 See Fabian, and Asad for discussions of the way anthropological 
or political discourse about native peoples rarely includes them as inter
locuters. 
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side to tame them, and the mine providentially--for a while at least--

provides it. While the philosophie observation near the close of the pas-

sage appears to equate all humanity, at another level this transcendent 

universality is contradicted, and the suggestion subtly remains that on a 

pragmatic level sorne sections of humanity can provide order for those 

benighted sections who are constitutionally unable to do 1t for them-

selves. ln the founding of a nation-state controlled by European and 

North American "material interests"--however compromised the ideals of 

those interests may finally be by wealth and power--there is at ledst a 

gesture toward the construction of a more stable social structure. "For 

the San Tomé mine," we are told, "was to become an institution, a 

rallying-point for everything in the province that needed arder and 

stability to live" (101). 

While such endorsements of the mine cannat be taken without a large 

grain of salt, there is, as well, a kind of blaming of the victims for 

their difficulties. The greatest single threat to arder and stability in 

this society seems to emerge from the natives who irrationally, greedily 

it seems, rise up periodically ta destroy the fragile order that the mine 

might offer. 22 Conrad does not dwell on the fact that before the European 

inv~sion the natives of South America had long-established, highly 

sophisticated civilizations which the Europeans systematically destroyed 

as part of a genocidal campaign--physical as weIL as c~ltural genocide--to 

22 History repeats itself here in the early nationalist movement, 
later in the ri se of Bento, and finally in the Monterist attempt to seize 
power. In each case, the anti-imperialist movement is denied political 
legitimacy, even rationality, appearing simply as (in Emilia' s words) "a 
puerile and bloodthirsty game of murder and rapine played with terrible 
earnestness by depraved children" (53). 
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plunder natural resources such as silver. The blame for the political 

chaos is directed less toward the Elancos, however, than toward the greedy 

subrational natives--both the megalomaniacs who lead and the ignorant but 

docile ones who passively let themselves be led by these demagogues. 

Nostromo, while critical of the internal logic of imperialism and its ill-

effects on the imperialists themselves, never moves beyond the orthodox 

common sense (sensus communis) position that can consider, if not finally 

wholly endorse, the benign effects of imperialism on the native people. 

As Terry Eagletol1 comments, "alien experience is allowed radically to 

question civilized structures which in turn gain fresh validation from the 

encounter" (31) .23 

Eduardo Galeano points out that silver-mining in Latin America has 

rarely been benign either in intention or in effect: "The rndians of the 

Americas totalled no less than 70 million when the foreign conquerors 

appeared on the horizon; a century and a half later they had been reduced 

to 3.5 million." Natives sent into the silver mines "usually died within 

four years." One mine alone, Potosi' 5 Cerro Rico "consumed eight million 

lives" in three centuries of operation. The natives, including wnm~n and 

children, were torn from their agricultural communities and driven to the 

Cerro. "Of every ten who went up into the freezing wilderne5s, seven 

never returned" (50-51). The anomaly of repre5enting the San Tomé mine as 

23 While there are many passages that illustrate the negative 
effect5 of the mine on the ownerd and those associated with them, there i5 
very little description of any suffering undergone by the native miners or 
their families. Kenneth Graham, citing descriptions of miners and their 
families seeking work and the "uncritical . . . description of the mine 
itself," argues that "the current in the book that would judge the mine 
adversely. . ~s more than counterbalanced by the way it i5 also shown 
to teem w~th indiv~dual and collective vitality" (119). 
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a haven of justice and st.abiJ ity in the eyes of the natives (whether und.:!r 

Spanish or Angle-American power), the suggestion that the natives them-

selves are most directly responsible for the political chaos because of 

their greed and immaturity, and the ascription of real suffering and real 

insight into that suffering tu the Slancos rather than to the natives is 

almost grotesque in a way that Conrad's ironie representation of the 

situation cannot encompass. 

Conrad does acknowledge sorne 0f this history briefly--not, of 

course, from the point of view of the natives, but through the thoughts of 

Mrs. Gould, whe is generally seen to be more sensitive ta suffering in any 

case: 

Mrs. Gould knew the history of tne San Tomé mine. Worked in 
the early days mostly by means of lashes on the backs of 
slaves, its yield had been paid for in ite own weight of hl .. .:.n 
bones. Whole tribes of Indians had perished ln the exploit,l
tien; and then the mine was abandoned, since wlth this priml
tive method it had ceased to make a profitable return, no mat
ter how mùny corpses were thrown into its maw Then it became 
forgotten. (55) 

But this era of atrocity is separated from the fictional present by a 

curious historical rupture. First abandoned, then forgotten, the mine i3 

finally rediscovered in the modern period--not only rediscovered but 

morally reversed 50 that the Europeans (now English rather than Spanlsh) 

become the apparently blameless victims, and the nationalist governments 

are the aggressors. Following the War of Independence, 

An English company obtained the right to work it, and found a 
vein so rich that neither the exactions of successive 
governments, nor the periodic ra~ds of recruiting officers 
upon l~e population of paid miners they had created, could 
discou~dge their perseverance. 

The historical (and rhetorical) division posited here represents the 

assumption of the changed face of imperialism. The era of exploitation by 
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the Spanish imperialists has long ago ended--even disappeared from memory 

perhaps, like the existence of the mine itself. Now, by contra~t, the 

Anglo-American mine owners are represented as a progressive force in the 

land, victimized by unfair governments which do not, apparently, have a 

"right" to the mine. These governments then make life difficult for 

miners who by virtue of being paid rather than kept in slavery seem to 

have given their allegiance to the mining company. 

This representation of the history of colonialist exploitation in 

Latin America is important to the legitimacy of the narrative coherence 

(tenuous though it sometimes is) of the Blancos. The San Tomé mine under 

the Goulds must be separated from the hi~tory of atrocity that is the 

Latin American colonialist legacy in order to assert even partially the 

legitimacy of the Blancos. The historical division that is suggested in 

this passage more or less corresponds to the coming of modern capitalism, 

which is seen to be completely separate from the earlier modes of produc

tion in that a concern with efficiency leads to a concern with the well

being of the miners. The reward for this humane approach in earlier 

decades unfortunately is that "the native miners," in an interesting twist 

on the outside agitator theory of popular resistance, who were "incited to 

revolt by the emissaries sent out from the capitol, had risen upon their 

English chiefs and murdered them to a man" (55). This is, of course, a 

prefiguring of the crisis that is unleashed on Gould and the Blancos, who 

apparently have given relatively good government to the natives, have won 

their trust and loyalty, yet are now faced with the irrational Monterist 
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insurrection. 24 No matter how much the legitimacy, authority and moral 

ground supporting the Blancos is eroded in the novel, n~ver does thelr 

situation even begin to compare tc the moral vacuum or actual evil 

ascribed to thosp. who oppose them. Mark Conroy argues that the social 

dynamic represented in Nostromo is determined by its perspective: since 

"this is a European perspective . . . a kind of horizon obt rudes on the 

narrative, a state of affairs that cannat be seen beyond." Ultimately, 

"the text' s turning away . . . from the next logical stage of polit ica l 

conflict" between Europeans and natives "is also a pointing towar1, and 

what it points to is the horizon of the text, its perspectival limlt" 

(137) . 

Nostromo operates on the generic border dividing the eplc from the 

novel. It covers the ground traditionally reserved for the epic--the 

founding of a nation--but it does not respect one particular central ~har-

acteristic of that genre: it is not univocal or doxic. Indeed, in 

Mitchell's account of events the story does take on an epic dimension, but 

the unit y that should also be present is notably absent Too many inter-

pretations of events obtrude both in terms of what actually has happened 

24 Stephen K. Land asserts, without questioning the valldlty of the 
representation, that "The history of Costaguana lS a succession of revolu
tions, oscillating between the ru le of a partly-enlightened arl~tocracy 
and the tyranny of populdr dictatorships" (111). This uncritical 
response, faithful enough to the world as Conrad describes lt, may serve 
as an indication of how far from level is the discursive fleld constltuted 
by the novel. In this formulation the aristocratie elite are at last 
partly enlightened, progressive, compared to the bestlal dlctatoridl popu
lar tyranny. The point here is not to suggest that the terms be reversed 
so that the natives are represented as the "good" in Opposltlon to the 
imperialist "bad," but to speclfy the way that Nostromo' s hlstOriographlc 
discourse is structured to legitimate sorne vOlces--such as the at least 
"partly enllghtened ar13tocracy," and to exclude others. 
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and ~n terms of the motivations behind the actions. In this way, the epic 

dimens~on is parodied--and epic and parody are mutually exclusive genres. 

In the epic, attention is focused on the surface of events, not on the 

complex interiority of the agents: in Nostzomo that subjectivity 1s con-

stantly at issue to the extent that the epic or heroic dimensions of their 

act~ons are called into question. 

Yet a trace of epic remains, nonetheless, in that the Republic is 

founded, the enemy (the Monteros) is represented as thoroughly villainous 

and is repulsed by courageous and intrepid--albeit occasionally confused--

heroes. In this sense the centripetal movement of the epic is in evi-

dence, but at the ~enter there is no epic stability. At the center there 

is, instead, the instability of the characters and their narratives, and 

that ~nstability is foregrounded by Conrad's demonstration of the diffi-

cult y of a closed, completed, true representation of the events. On the 

other hand, the centrifugal movement of the work is often overestimated. 

While there is fina11y no solid center, neither i~ the European characters 

whose motivations are always open to question nor in their interpretations 

of events which never reveal the 'whole story,' the reader i3 not 

permitted to move much beyond that center. The potentially centrifugal 

movement of heterog1ossia is checked by Conrad in that the heterodox his-

torical experience or point of view of the native characters remains 

beyond the bounds of the speakable or the thinkab1e. 

The novel abounds in irony, as Conrad critiques the European charac-

ters and their idea1s. But the centrifugal movement generated by that 

irony at no point impels the reader beyond the space of its object. The 

irony may call European imperialism into question, it may undermine it, it 

may be devastating in its critique, but that critique is in the end con-
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tained within its own discursive space. 25 The European imperialists are 

the subject of irony, and they are even to varying degrees conscious of it 

themselves. But the narrative does not then move the one decisive step 

further, which would open a discursive space outside, a space that might 

logically be occupied by an anti-imperialist discourse art~culated by or 

on behalf of imperialism's victims, the natives. Even if that position 

were then to be subjected to the same sort of critique that Conrad employs 

to undermine the dominant discourses, it might at least be articulated 

rather than made to appear incot~rehensible, beyond or beneath 

rationality. Instead, that critique is internalized within the circle 

bounded by European characters, and the natives are le ft without any 

rationale for their revolution other than a?olitical ignorance and bar-

barity. As a result, they need not be taken seriously--except poss~bly as 

a military threat--and their claims for justice or an end to oppression 

can be largely dismissed. Once again, the point here is not to suggest 

that the populist or nationalist ~~eology that the novel portràys 50 nega-

tively offers any final solution to the social dilemma represented l~ 

Nostromo, but to understand the uneven nature of the discursive field and 

2~ This is analogous to the problem Malcolm LOWly located in Heart 
of Darkness. "Anyhow that story--great though it is--is at least half 
based on a complete miscomprehension." Critical of European imperialism, 
Conrad was nonetheless unable to look outside it to see what coherence or 
legitimacy another culture might have. "It ls clear that Comrade Joseph 
did not allow himself to be corrupted by any savages though," writes Lowry 
ironically, "he stayed in Polish aloofness on board in company with sorne a 
priori ideas" (236). Conrad's (or Marlow's) determination to stay on 
board his ship here is analogous to the refus al in Nostromo to move beyon~ 
the confines of orthodoxy. 
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the ideological limits of this ultimately orthodox historical narrative. 26 

This unevenness can be specified in the way that the text (along 

with many criticsl insists on one very important--albeit peLhaps 

negative--stability. While the main characters are shown to be complex 

and multi-layered both in themselves and in their intricate networks of 

relationships, the stability that remains arises from the lack of com-

plexity or interiority of the native resistance, the "rabble." In rela-

tion to the Blancos, that asymmetrical representation is stable, and it is 

not fragmented or given any mode of narration whatsoever, much less a mul-

tiple one. In this sen6~, then, there is a limited certainty in the world 

of the text, and it does reinforce in this aspect the certainty of the 

world of the reader: the Europeans are people of complex interiority and 

subjectivity, as opposed to the natives whose absolute lack of interiority 

or subjectivity, whose unapproachable incomprehensibility, provides, by 

negation, a relatively stable center. As long as this opposition is main-

tained, the uncertainty likely to be engendered in the reader by Conrad's 

26 Benita parry argues that a political reading of Nostromo must 
"confront the working out of discrepant discourses on the construction of 
historical meaning." She identifies three strands of discrepant discourse 
in the novel: 

The teleological view of capitalism as the high point in human 
development and bourgeois democracy as its appointed end is 
negated by two mutually incompatible counter-arguments, the 
one belittling history as an arbitrary series of contingent 
occurences producing nothing and going nowhere, the other 
reordering these same events as manifestations of processes 
initiated by human agency and developing in directions 
determined by permutations in the strength of competing class 
forces. (118) 

Insightful as tnis reading is into the way the text articulates discursive 
tensions, parry does not recognize that there is another level of dis
cursive discrepancy in the text, the discrep?~cy between the representa
tion of native discourse and that of the dominant group. 
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impressive control of modernist fictional technique is surely of a limited 

nature. It seems as though in Nostromo, the relatively familiar interi-

ority and complexity of the characters of the dominant classes is in 

direct proportion to the denial of any similar familiarity, interiority or 

complexity in the dominated groups. 

Through Conrad's critique of imperialism, the problem is moved into 

the realm of the thinkable out of the self-evident, into orthodoxy out of 

the doxic, into the novel out of the epic; but the critique is nonetheless 

contained. Being contained within the European circle it is contained 

within orthodoxy, that ul~lmately centripetal discursive space in which 

issues exist that allow the possibility of opposing views but without 

allowing them radically to undermine the legitimacy of the hegemonic dis-

cursive community. In what may on one level seem a contradictory effect, 

the very critique of the European Blanco community that the novel pre-

sents, in crediting only those people with sufficient complexity to pro-

vide the subject of a critique, enacts the exclusion of the heterodox or 

heteroglossic element that could erode the legitimacy of that group. This 

is accomplished through the imposition of aphasia onto the natives who, 

given possession of those same critical insights and that sarne interi-

ority, granted equal status as dialogic interlocutors, might potentially 

be able to contest the legitimacy of their exclusion from possession of 

the three related things: the silver, complex subjectivity, and discursive 

authority. McClure argues that rather than recognizing the legitimacy of 

popular resistance, Conrad instead balances "profound criticisms of modern 

imperialism and vitriolic dismissal of popular movements." The second 

half of the formula, however, results in an interpretation of 

the stubborn persistence of disorder as a sign that Latin 
Americans are inherently incapable of acting rationally. If 
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commenta ries on Nostromo . . . have failed to question the 
validity of its portrait of nineteenth-century Latin America, 
lt is perhaps because Europeans and North Americans have been 
conditioned to view Latin Americans in the same pessimistic 
and ultimately dismissive terms . . . . Thus even as Nostromo 
charges Western economic interests with the oppression and 
exploitation of Latin Americans, it presents an image of Latin 
America that has long been used to justify external domination 
and internal tyranny. (166-67)27 

The point here is not to suggest that Conrad himself was, or would have 

become, a supporter of American or European imperialist policy in Latin 

America, but rather chat the attitude toward the natives articulated in 

Nostromo has much in common with that policy and contributes, at the very 

least by default, to its implementation. 

The narratives constructed by the Europeans are all shown to be 

flawed in significant ways, but the natives are significantly denied the 

capacity to construct a coherent narrative at aIl; or, what amounts to 

almost the same thing, they are shown to be irrational and therefore not 

to be living in terms that a coherent narrative can comprehend. As jar-

ring historical witnesses, their testimony may be disallowed and their 

actions judged to be narratively incoherent. Furthermore, whenever the 

discourse concerning the natives shifts its ground from the picturesque to 

the political, a subsequent transformation immediately occurs wherein 

politica1 or social categories translate instead into problems of native 

psycho- or socio-pathology. If it is true to say that final narrative 

historical authority is not granted to the Su1aco Europeans, it is equally 

true that not a shred of authority--narrative or otherwise--is granted to 

27 Thus there is a sense of acceptance and inevitability--not to 
mention Mitchell's relief--attaching to the narrative and political 
closure imposed by the "international naval demonstration which put an end 
to the Costaguana-Sulaco war . [T]he United States cruiser, Powhattan, 
was the first to sa lute the Occidental flag" (400). 
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the natives. They are not even seen to act within a narrative continuum 

that would allow their actions to have rational causes. Their attempt lo 

seize power is granted none of the rationality that is a prerequisite of 

narrative logic in history, none of the radical political analysis that 

has been a factor in many anti-imperialist movements in the third world. 

If epic unity--doxa--continues to elude the Blanco characters and their 

attempts to interpret history, not a trace of a coherent historical narra

tive can be constructed from any heterodox perspective represented in 

Nostromo. The natives do not, strictly-speaking, have any place in the 

category of history except as its other, that category of people without 

history (Wolf), without culture, whose defeat continues to be a constitu

tive factor in the relative stability of orthodox narrative history. 



Parade's End: "Has the British This or That corne to This!" 

"1 wanted the Novelist in fact to appear in his really proud 

position as historian of his own time." Ford Madox Ford (1933 180) 

His own comments about the magnitude of his historiographical 

ambitions make it cl~ar that in Parade's End Ford is attempting something 

close to a total history of an era. "The subject was the world," he 

writes, "as it culminated in war" (1933 195). Yet instead of carrying out 

his initial desire to write a comprehensive novel "in which all the 

characters should be great masses of people--or interests," Ford settled 

for the more feasible task of representing the "world seen through the 

eyes of a central observer" who "must be sufficient to carry the reader 

through his observations of the crumbling world." Gene M. Moore argues 

that the tetralogy constitutes a "comprehensive and broadly social attempt 

to restore a lost sense of continuity" (49), a comprehensiveness Ford pre-

sents through the "consciousness of 'the la st English Tory'" as a means of 

representing "a vast social vision of historic continuity-in-change~ (50). 

Many critics of the tetralogy acknowledge the "comprehensive" scope of 

Ford' s project. Samuel Hynes describes it as "the history of his own time 

on an immense and public scale" (516). Joseph Firebaugh writes of his 

"comprehension of human life in all its tragicomedy" (32). Robert Green 

refers to the "comprehensive totalising realism" (144) of the work. George 

Core also remarks on the "comprehensiveness" (98) of the work, arguing 

that since Ford knew "that it was impossible to present a complete picture 
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of English life from 1908 to 1918," he instead "shows us the various 

spheres of action at random but representative moments" through characters 

who "are representative of every level of English society" (97). 

If the frequently-used adjective "comprehensive" is 

appropriate to the novel, then it is worth considering the degree to which 

Ford's orchestratiol ot the social voices of his time in Parade's End does 

in fact comprehend the heterogeneous social reality he is representing. 

If aIl narrative representations of history are to sorne degree partial--

both in the sense of being incomplete and in the related sense of express-

ing (perhaps through that very incompletion) a bias or partiality--if, as 

Mink argues, the idea of 'the whole story' is a narrative optical illusion 

in historiography, a conceptual impossibility, how does Ford's narrative 

text manage to maintain the illusion of comprehensiveness? 

The suggestively quasi-allegorical nature of the work permit3 

an interpretation that conflates to sorne degree the personal life and 

problems of Christopher Tietjens and the fate of Tory England or even, 

perhaps, the fate of England itself. 1 Thus, according ta Green, Tietjens 

must appear 

to be 'typical' or capable of universal application. The 
observer's troubles, Tietjens' disasters, had to be rendered 
as representative of the common fate of ail the combatants 

1 See, especially, Firebaugh's insightful early (1952) reading in 
which he asserts that "Parade' s End is an allegory of social decay" (23) 

Similarly MarIene Griffith who notes that "once we begin hunting for 
allegory we find ourselves amply rewarded" (141). Richard Cassell as weIl 
agrees that t~e tetralogy can "be easily read as ailegory" (267). 
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. . . . Tietjens was, then, designed ta carry the weight of 
what Ford saw as the general condition. (132).2 

111 

This identification of the 'comprehensive' consciousness of Tietjens with 

the social totality, with the "general condition," is further strengthened 

by Ford's impressionism, which foregrounds the complexity of subjective 

experience. Much of the real action is not directly narrated by a third 

persan narrator, but is instead represented through the narratjnn of past 

events by the characters--chiefly Tietjens--who (necessarily) interpret as 

they narrate their perspective on the events. Not actions themselves, but 

the reflections by Tietjens, Valentine and others on the actions and their 

possible meanings constitute the bulk of the novel. In this respect they 

are themselves like historians who interpret the meanings of, or identify 

patterns in, historical events. 

Ford presents the subjective experiencp of Tietjens, with all his 

foibles and eccentricities, as a symbolically potent combinat ion of the 

true subject of history and a kind of Arnoldian "best self" of the nation. 

As Moore puts it, he represents "what society ought to be, by embodying 

its most honored values" (52). Leer makes a q~milar point, arguing that 

"Tietjens is finally seen as a Fordian ideal grow[ing] to embody 

Ford's most complete affirmation" (105). A strong trace of Kant's "common 

sense" is present in this combinat ion of social values and moral impera-

tive. Furthermore, the remarkable omniscience that allows Tietjens to 

correct "from memory the errors in the Encyclopaedia Britannica" (I 16) 

2 In his discussion of the historical novel in general, Avrom 
Fleishman, responding to Lukacs's concepts of representative and world
historical figures in such novels, argues that "the relation of the repre
sentative hero to the society of his time is . . . [one of] symbolic 
universality. The heroes of historical fiction represent ... man in 
general, conceived as a historical being" (1971 11). 
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acts as a proof bath of his comprehensive mind and of his objectivity. As 

Paul Armstrong remarks, "If the Encyclopaedia is unreliable as an 

epistemological origin, Tietjens preserves the authority of 'Truth' 

through his own infallible memory" (1987 232). Consequent1y, Tietjens's 

subjective experience can be presented as a kind of gauge of the objective 

state of the nation, his ability ta make narrative sense of the wor1d 

around him measuring the ability of his class ta maintain social order, 

and his point of view constituting the ideologica1 center of the novel. 

In his study of Conrad, Ford records his observation that "Life did 

not narrate, but made impressions on our brains" (194). As Armstrong 

argues, Ford's novels, especially The Good Soldier and parade's End, 

"dramatize the gap between confused, unreflective understanding and 

reflective interpretation that seeks to compose impressions into a clear, 

coherent narrative pattern" (1987 2). Coherent narration is constructed 

after the fact out of those impressions--or as Bradley writes, "rightly ta 

observe i5 not to receive a series of chaotic impressions, but to grasp 

the course of events as a connected whole." The ability to connect these 

impressions into narrative form is nct solely what is at stake, however. 

There is also, as Bradley and White agree, the further necessity of having 

that particular narrative account ratified, 1egitimated by the general 

population as well as by the the "weightiest interests." This process ha~ 

an explicitly political side, as White remarks, in the strugg1e to make a 

convincing coherent narrative that will stick as the one in terms of which 

people will understand their own lives (167). Tietjens's narrative 

authority, a birthright of members of his class, is reinforced by his 

remarkable ("comprehensive") intelligence, and is ratified by all the 

sympathetic characters in the novel as well as by lower class characters, 
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whose acceptance--even adulation--of his authority is pointedly presented 

on several oc~asions. 

Tietjens's perspective is, nonetheless, something of an anachronism. 

He i5, essentially, a man whose value system belongs to an earlier 

century--the seventeenth or, at the latest, the eighteenth century--and 

whose ideals are located in a particular image of the rural social hierar-

chy of that time. ?er~aps the passage most often cited in this regard is 

his m~ditation, while under fire in the trenches, on George Herbert's 

rural life at Bemerton. The extremity of the juxtaposition of these two 

moments is remarkable, the former as an image of modern reality and the 

latter not only as history but as the utopian moment from which much of 

the novel's social critique is directed. 3 A less dramatic example may 

illustrate this critical strategy as well. Early in their acquaintance, 

Tietjens and Valentine are on a country path, a pleasantly bucolic set-

ting, and he reflects on the situation: 

'This', Tietjens thought, 'is England! A man and a ma~d walk 
through Kentish grass fields: the grass ripe for the scythe. 
The man honourable, clean, upright; the maid virtuous, clean, 
vigorous: he of good birth; she of birth quite as good . 
Each come just from an admirably appointed establishment: a 
table surrounded by the best people: their promenade sanc
tioned, as it were, by the Church: two clergy; the State: two 
government officjals; by mothers, friends, old maids.' (I 110) 

3 The turn to the past for a social vision is a not uncommon 
strategy, one that can potentially be used to support any political posi
tion. Many early twentieth-century writers turned to these centuries-
especially the early seventeenth century--for a myth of a preindustrial 
'organic society' or a time previous to the modern 'dissociation of the 
sensibil~t~es' as a fulcrum from which a critical perspective on modernity 
could be managed. For a discussion of this use of history--although of 
another period--see Christopher Hill on "The Norman Yoke. H See a1so 
Raymond Will~ams' discussion of the uses of the past in HThe Nostalg~c 
Escalator. H 
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While the y both are undeniably "of good birth," the man's wife is having 

an affai~ and the maid is a suffragette engaged in civil disobedience. 

The good establishment is the home of the Duchemins: Reverend Duchemin, 

given to periodic fits of violence and sexual obscenity, and Mrs. 

Duchemin, a hypocritical social climber. The distance between the image 

and the reality is vast. Tietjens muses, "Walk, then, through the field, 

gallant youth and fair maid .... God's England' .. 'Land of Hope 

and Glory!'" (I 110-11). 

8y God, he said. "Church! State' Army' H.M. Ministry: H M. 
Opposit:ion: H .M. City Man . . . Ail the governlng class' All 
rotten! .... Then thank God for the upright young man and 
the virtuous maiden in the summer fields: he Tory of the 
Tories as he should be: she suffragette of the militants 

. As she should bel In the early decades of the 
twentieth cent ury, however else can a woman keep clean and 
wholesome' Ranting from platforms, splendid for the lungs (1 
111) 

The ironie gap between the ideal and the modern reality turns harsher, 

though, as he realizes that by enjoying this bucolic moment with Valentine 

he i5 compromi5ing her reputation, perhaps causing her to be struck from 

the visiting lists of those "good" hypoeritieal establishments. 

The political side of his peculiar brand of Toryism emerges from a 

conversation with her about women's right to vote. While he espouses no 

objection to civil disobedience and even destruction of property as a 

means, he finds the goals of the suffragettes "idiotie" (I 119). "What 

good did a vote ever do anyone?" he asks (1 120). Valentine cites the 

example of women seeking equal pay for equal work as a case in point, but 

he disagrees, arguing that if those women 

backed by all the other ill-used, sweated women of the 
country, had threatened the Under-seeretary, burned the 
pillar-boxes, and eut up all the golf greens round his 
country-house, they'd have had ~heir wages raised to haIt a 
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crown next week. That's the only straight method. It's the 
feudal system at work." (I 121) 

It is something of a reversaI to support the feudal system on the basis of 

its offering better access to social justice for the lower classes. 

Nevertheless, it is a vision of a benign feudal system that Tietjens 

endorses: social positions well-defined and not yet mystifled or reified 

by modern industrial and bureaucratie institutions, codes of behavior 

stable, everyone fulfilling the duties and enjoying the benefits of his or 

her acknowledged position. According to this vision, if the system does 

not at first function properly, there is recourse to direct action. In 

fact, it would not be difficult to adduce examples from British history in 

which such a confrontational strategy resulted in the harsh and violent 

repression of protest. Tietjens (as weIl as Ford) omits mention of the 

fact that while women or the lower classes may have recourse to direct 

action, the government has a virtual monopoly on the means of organized 

violence. 

In one of the prefaces to the tetralogy, Ford claims that his 

attempt to repre3ent history through "the eyes of an extinct frame of 

mind" (Hynes 524) is, however, a strategie one. "For by the time of my 

relative youth, " he writes, "Toryism had gone beyond the region of any 

practicing political party. It had ... expired." Moore argues that 

Ford understood Tietjens' brand of bygone Toryism as having 
long ceased to play any effective ~ole in politics . 
Tietjens is an emot~onal Tory as well as a political Tory, and 
this choice of a doubly extinct perspective provided Ford with 
a means of viewing emotional situations in a relatively Unel'lO
tional and objective manner, while Tietjens' status as a rep
resentative of an outmoded social class endows him with a 
similarly object~ve . . . overview of the struggles among var
ious class interests. (52) 

There is a strange movement in this argument whereby Tietjens's objec-

tivity is established by his political bias, the centrality of his per-

, 
j 
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spective is guarantee~ hv his obsolescence, and his relevance to the 

moment arises from his apparent anachronicity. Before this contradlction 

is explored further, however, it is important to understand the strategie 

use Ford makes of Tietjens in his critique of modernity. 

Through the character of Tietjens, Ford is able to present a power-

ful indictment of the ruling classes of his time. This extinct Arnoldian 

"best self" not only analyses and criticizes the hypocri~ies and 

incompetencies of those in power, but by his opinions and actio~s (WhlCh 

are almost invariably carefully thought out and above reproachl he 

alienates almost everyone around him. The novel is replete with exampleg 

of his moral and intellectual superiarity, from his unwilllngness ta 

tamper with statistics ta his coneern with the reputat~ons of others at 

the expense of his own. On the other hand, from th~s pos~tion the 

shortcomings af athers are glaringly exposed: the outrageously self-

centered maliciousness af Sylvia, the gullib~lity of General Camp~on who 

believes her lies, the incompetence of many in positions of bureaucratie 

and military power, the unprincipled rapaciousness of social climbers such 

as MacMaster and Edith Ethel. Tietjens's "public serv~ce" class--the 

class that, as we are told, rules the world (I 9)--has historlcally 

declined and no longer lives up ta its responsibilities. "'AlI ratten,'" 

Tietjens exclaims (I 111). 

Tietjens's personal power, emblematic of the power of h~s class, i3 

the subject of the opening scenes of the tetralogy: 

The two young men--they were of the English public-offic~al 
~lass--sat in the perfectly appointed railway carriage. The 
leather straps. . were of virgin newness; the m~rrors 
beneath the new luggage racks immaculate as if they had 
reflected very little; the bulging upholstery ln its luxuriant 
regulated curves was scarlet and yellow .. the tra~n ran 
as smoothly ... as British gilt-edged securlt~es. (I 9) 
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Tietjens and his friend MacMaster are powerful young men at home in this 

luxury--Tietjens born to it, his friend risen to it. "Their class 

administered the world," writes Ford. If the train had not run smoothly, 

indepd if any disruptions upset them, the story would not go unreported to 

the proper authorities--and the narratives of this class carry weight. 

These are, it might be said, examples of the weighty interests to wrom 

Bradley alludes. 

If they saw policemen misbehave, railway porters lack 
civility, an ;nsufficiency of street lamps, defects in public 
services or iD foreign countries, they saw to it, either with 
indignant Ball!Jl voices or with letters to The Times asking 

. "Has the British This or That come to this!" 

But the almost doxic sense of harmonious equilibrium based on the unques-

tioned hegemony of this class is soon shown ta be, in reality, already a 

thing of the pasto As Tietjens himself demonstrates, however, it ÀS not 

the class system itself that is seen to be at fault, but the fact that the 

ruling class has not lived up to its responsibilities as governors. The 

rift between Tietjens and his wife Sylvia, indeed Tietjens's growing 

estrangement from most of his class, is symptomatic of a more general 

social breakdown characteristic of modernity. A further aspect of this 

breakdown is Tietjens's decreasing narrative power, a decrease affecting 

at once his ability to construct narrative, and the power of his narrative 

to compel assent. 

Tietjens attempts to make narrative sense of his own personal his-

tory at several points during the novel. Given his symbolic role in this 

quasi-ailegory, his success or failure bears directly on the poiiticai 

equilibrium of the social system. In fact, his increasing inability to 

narrate parallels a breakdown in the stability of the old social order, as 
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1 the war forces Tietjens into a redefined relation with the "Other Ranks." 

In the opening pages he is able, in conversation with MacMaster, to co1-

ligate (Walsh) the events of his recent past into a significant narrative, 

but as the tetralogy progresses he has increasing di:ficulty in doing so. 

In the end he cannot do it, and, in fact, his consciousness at this po~nt 

no longer represents the privileged focal po~nt of t~e novel 

At one point during the fighting, Levin brings T~etjens new~ from 

home, and the information creates in his mind the l.mpression of "a 

singular mosaic of extraordinary, bright-coloured anc me~odramatic state-

ments without any sequence, and indeed without any at.>pdrent a~m" (I 

345). This is of COurse unacceptable ta Tietjens, ·(/r.:) determ~nes to """ 

methodically into this!' Methodically into the histcry of h~s lasL day on 

earth" (I 349). At this point in parade's End, Tiet:ens's total grasp on 

things for the first time seems ta be seriously faltering. Accordingly, 

he decides that the optimal way ta be methodicdl in th~s case i3 to make a 

full narrative account of his recent personal situat~:)n, detailing how hi3 

current difficulties came about. The great difficulty he begins to 

encounter in his attempts to plot the events, in mak:':1g "a deliber~te, 

consecutive recollection" (I 350), leads him ta decice on a written narra-

tive as the more stable form. His mind, however, is :00 exclted and keep'; 

suggesting different attitudes ta events, different l:'.terpretl.'Je pos-

sibilities. "That opened up an immense perspective, Nevertheless, the 

contemplation of that immense perspective was not the way to set dbout a 

calm analysis." 

This sub11me sense of a bewildering plenitude 0: 1nterpret:ve P05l.-

tions is unusual for Tietjens who is a precise man, a statl.stician. His 

attitude to narrative reflects this precision: "The :ac::.s of the stor,! 
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must be stated before the moral. He said to himself that he must put, in 

exac~ language . . the history of himseli in relation ta his wife 

'Better put it into writing', he said" (1 351). Even this resort 

to the more 3tdble written narrative form as a means of dealing with the 

pdst runs into serious obstacles: recollecting his farewell ta Valentine, 

he knows that they agreed not to become sexually involved, but beyond 

that, events and interpretations become blurred: 

l do not know how we agreed. We neveL finished a sentence. 
Yet it was a passionate scene. SA I touched the brim of my 
cap and said: 'So long! . Or she ., r don't remem-
ber. I remember the thoughts I thought and the thoughts r 
gave her credit for thinking. But perhaps she did not think 
them. There is no knowing. It is no good going into them. (I 
352) 

At this point the pressure of Tietjens's effort begins to tell, the emo-

tional and intellectual strain of the attempt to impose a coherent, dis-

ciplined narrative arder on events begins to take its toll: "'God, what a 

sweat l am in"" he exclaims. 

The sweat, indeed, was pouring down his temples. He became 
instinct with a sort of passion ta let his thoughts wander 
into epithets and go about where they would. But he stuck at 
it. He was determined to get it expressed. 

When he does take up his story again, it is only to drift further 

lnto interpretive uncertainties. Within one page, these hesitancies 

OCcur: 

l took it to mean . . . 
It might just as well mean 
She was of the opinion that it meant 
It was difficult to follow 
The interview ended rather untidily. (1 352) 

Historiagraphy often has ta deal with rather untidy epistemological and 

interpretive c~nditions, but Tietjens's attempt to tidy it up here is 

doomed ta failure. At this point he gives up in despair of ascertaining 

1 
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the meaning, of finding a true and final narrative explanation. "What, .. 

he wonders in despair, "was at the bottom of all the madneios and cruclty!" 

(1 353), No answer follows. Blocked by the sublime proliferat ion of 

interpretive possibilities, 'l'ietjens turns inward instead and begins sc l t-

reflexively to wonder about the meaning of his impulse to nanate. 

What in the world was he doing? Now? \'1ith ail this intro
spection? . . . . Hang it ail he was not justifying himself 
... Why, if he, Christopher Tietjens of Groby, had the 

need to justify himself, what did it stand for to be 
Christopher Tietjens of Groby? That was the unthinkable 
thought. (I 354-55) 

Literally unthinkable, perhaps, is this questioning his own subjectivity 

and (by extension) the subjectivity of the ruling class, traditionally the 

absolute subject of British history. At this point of personal and social 

crisis, however, the unthinkable begins to become thinkable, doxa turrw 

toward orthodoxy, as Tietjens' s previously total hold on the interprela-

tion of events is eroded and his narration begins to turn in on itself. 

The title "Tiet jens of Groby" itself appeals to a specifie narrat 1 V(! 

historical discourse, one overtly laden with ideological overtones: the 

genealogy of the Tietjens family, the eminence of its members, its wealth 

and prominence in British society for centuries, its massive capital 4 Il 

is Tietjens' s inability to narrate coherently and his ultimate failure ta 

re-cognize narratively the events and impressions that indicate the 

profound socio-historical change in progress. A "Tietjens of Groby" 

should simply be there--importantly, massively there (like Christopher' s 

great physical bulk itself), beyond the need of justification. The ero-

4 l use the word here in ail of Bourdieu's senses: capital being a 
form of symbolic power comprised of educational capital or cultural capi
tal, for instance, as well as financial capital. 

1 
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sion of identity and social role signalled in the collapse of his ability 

to impose a coherent interpretation on the past functions as a synecdoche 

for t-he collapse of Tory England that is 50 often invoked in the novel. 

The idea that a social inferior such as Levin might claim a right ta 

demand justification from Tietjens violates his sense of the proper order 

of society: 

That would be absurd. The end of the earth! The absurd end 
of the earth . . . . Yet that insignificant ass Levin had that 
evening asserted the claim to go into his, Tietjens of 
Groby' s, relations with his wife. That was an end of the 
earth as absurd! It was the unthinkable thing. (I 360) 

The social division that separates ranks, compared in the following para-

graph to the relaticnship between God and man, 5 must be maintained, it 

seems, if the social world is to remain intact. But, in fact, "The world 

was foundering" (I 364). And the refrain that gives the title to this 

volume of the tetralogy is invoked here: "There will be no more parades," 

says Tiet jens, no more of the public display of order and power manifested 

in the orderly rnovement of marching presided over by officers of one class 

5 Also, a few pages later, Teit ;ens takes the analogy further, 
thinking 

about the Almighty as on a colossal scale, a great English 
Landowner, benevolently awful, a colossal duke who never left 
his study and was thus invisible, but knowing aIl about the 
estate down to the last hind at the home farm and the last oak 
[Groby Great Tree?]: Christ an almost too benevolent Land 
Steward, son of the Owner, knowing aIl about the estate down 
to the last child at the pcrter' s lodge, apt to be got round 
by the more detrimental tenants: the Third Person of the 
Trinit y, the spirit of the estate, the Game, as it were, as 
distinct from the players of the Game: the atmosphere of the 
estate that of the interior cf Winchester Cathedral just after 
a Handel anthem has been finished, a perpE tuai Sunday. (370-
71) 
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demonstrating their authority over soldiers of another. "A landmark in 

history," he sadly refleets later (1 366) 6 

Eventually, as his marital situation worsens, Tietjens is faced wit li 

the previously unthinkable necessityof justifying himself to Levin--whom 

he perceives as a military, social and perhaps racial (Turkish-Armenian) 

inferior. 7 Considering Tietjens' s earlier agonized attempts at making 

narrative sense of his situation, Levin poses the demand in almosl 

impos sible terms: "You will kindly accept an order to relate exactly what 

happened," says Levin. Tietjens replies: "That is what is perfectly dam-

nable" (I 465). He does, however, endeavor to tell the story, although ln 

do so is to break the gentleman' s code of discret ion by which he lives and 

in terms of which he defines himself and his social superiority. Not only 

is the information he has to relate beyond the bounds of what a gentleman 

should speak of, but he must relate these private affairs to an infer ior 

AH in aIl, for a gentleman of Tietjens' s station, it is the unthinkable 

An almost allegorieal enactment of the world' s foundering occurs 

later when, in A Man Could Stand Up, a shell explodes unexpectedly very 

close to Tietjens and his men. Ford's impressionist technique is well-

6 The parades referred to are military, the military parade appear
ing as a mass speetdcle that both exemplifies and constitutes social 
solidarity, social unit y, and the military power of the state. The 
repeated lament over the disappearance of such parades brings te mind 
another (though far less benign) man who attempted to forge a unified 
social sense of purpose by revivifying the ideolegy of (para)military 
parades in Britain a few years later: Oswald Mosely. 

7 Levin' s inferior military rank is only one strike against him. 
Even a military superior sueh as Lord Beiehan garners Tietjens contempt-
fOL reasons partly personal, partly ethnie. "Tietjens, his breath rushing 
through his nostrils, swore he would not go up the line at the bidding of 
a hog like Beichan, whose real name was Stavropolides, formerly Ndthan" (I 
377) • 
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suited here to the representation of Tiet jens' s experience as he is tossed 

through the air. 

It was being a dwarf at a conversation, a conflict--of 
mastodons. The re was so much noise i t seemed to grow dark. 
It was a mental darkness. You could not think. A Dark Age! 
The earth moved. 

He was looking at Aranjuaz from a considerable height 
The earth turned like a weary hippopotamus. It 

settled down slow1y over the face of Lance-Corporal Duckett 
who layon his side, and went on in a slow wave. 

It was slow, slow, slow ... like a slowed down movie. 
The earth maneuvered for an infinite time. He remained 
suspended in space. (II 140) 

When he returns to earth, it is to be buried in mud above the waist, a 

situation that literally gives the physically-Iarge Tietjens a new per-

specti ve, once again with more than a hint of social allegory implied: "A 

man stood over him. He appeared immensely tall because Tietjens' face was 

on a level with his belt. But he was a small Cockney Tommy really." He 

is then rescued by two of his inferiors, and s~bsequently himself helps 

pull a subaltern (a term which in this case simultaneously signifies mili-

tary rank, social class, and racial origin--Levantine) to safety. ln the 

light of such a literaI an i physical--not to mention allegorical--

upheaval, social differentiations based on rank or race tend to appear 

somewhat arbitrarYi juxtaposed with such an impersonal and indiscriminate 

violent force, many forms of social pretension and hierarchy are suddenly 

pared away. 

Even the haughty Sylvia, so critical of Tiet jens for lowering him-

self by taking 'common' soldiers seriously, reacts to the intensity of the 

barrage by losing momentarily her lofty sense of aristocratie distinction: 

as volume of the tumult increases, 

She screamed blasphemies that she was hardly aware of knowing. 
She had to scream against the noise: she was no more 
responsible for the blasphemy than if she had lost her 



identity under an anaesthetic. She had losl he l ident i. t Y 
.. She was one of this crowd. (1 445) 

\ .' ·1 

As we see from a number of conversat ions involving long-ll me mIl i t a ry rn'-'II, 

earlier military campaigns had tended to reinforce t radil1.ond 1 c 1 a~~ di v i-

sions by reproducing, even exaggeré'ting, those hlerarchies ln tlle militi'lly 

structure--and Tietjens's own nostalgie valorizatilJn of military parade~> 

emphasizes this same idea. Modern trench warfare techniques are so 

thoroughly dehumanizing, however, that aIl sense of class disLinct~oll, in 

this representation, is undermined. 

One reason Tietjens is able to retain his identity as long as he 

does is that his sense of nob~es5e ob~ige separates him from the others: 

he is, for instance, receiving no pd}' ror his military services. In the 

end, however, even this changes, and Tietjens of Gr0by nol only becomes cl 

wage-earner in the army but is actually reduced ta dependence on his 

salary. Step by step, the distance between Tietjens and the 'Other Hanks' 

is eroded. For a while it seems as though aIl the hierarchies t hat have 

been set up throughout the novel--based on class, gender, race--rnay con-

tinue tumbling down once the war ends, ancl the leveling tendency that con-

stitutes one aspect of life in the trenches may assert itself in civilian 

society afterward. This social transformation may be approached ln 

diverse ways. Sorne commentators at the time argued hopefully that people 

would no longer be willing to accept the injustices 01 the lraditioTlill 

class system after the sacrifices of the war. 8 When, however, Tiet jens 

8 Historian Brian Simon, for example, writes that a resolve was 
formed by many--less enamoured of England' s rigid class system-- "thdt 
after the war things would be different, social evils and injustices 
abolished, and a brave new world emerge from the yea rs of f rustrat ion, 
horror and mass slaughter" (345). A disillusioned R. H. Tawney wrote that 
"Reconst.ruction and a better world have been promised ta the nation as a 
reward for the lasses and tireless labours of the Great ~Iar" (32). Y(~t 

still, 
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thinks, "But today the world changed. Feudalism was finishedi its last 

vestiges were gone" (II 171), he articulates a sense of regret. While the 

leveling tendency associated with modern trench warfare can be seen to 

have an egalitarian side, this same development in modern warfare can be 

read--as Tietjens does--as a synecdoche for the reification of modern 

bourgeois life. The other side of this egalitarian tendency constitutes 

an important theme of the tetralogy's exploration of modern society. 

Due to the disappearance of the social harmony and the static, 

hierarchical equilibrium associated with the earlier 'organic' society, 

aIl motives appear rationalized into personal grasping for power. In feu-

da l times, according to this schema, relationships of power were weIl 

enough defined that people could live happily in their stations. Were 

problems to arise, there existed straightforward face-ta-face ways of 

dealing with them. In modern society, however, those boundaries lose 

definition and people (like MacMaster and Edith Ethel) feel encouraged by 

the system selfishly to get whatever they can for themselves. A kind of 

Darwinian struggle for supremacy results from this loss of the traditional 

social stasis, the biggest losers potentially being the lowest classes, 

traditionally in the 'care' of the aristocracy but now left on their own. 

The winners who emerge from this struggle are those whose insensitivity 

There are classes that are ends and classes that are means-
upon that grand original distinction the community is invited 

. to defend, and to perpetuate the division of mankind 
into masters and servants. How delicate an insight into the 
relative value of human beings and of material riches! How 
generous a heritage into which to welcome the chiJ dren of men 
who fell [in the war] in the illusion that in their humble 
way, they were servants of freedom. (51) 
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and rapaciousness allows them to overpower, in whatever opportuni:,l ic W,IY 

necessary, anything or anyone that stands in their way. A mord l ("lldt' 

based on noblesse oblige simply does not work under such conditions, dnd 

Tietjens, with his highly developed sense of principled conducl, !'PCO!l1P:i, 

of course, a 105er. As he loses the struggle for social power--lClo mllch 

of a gentleman even ta struggle overtly--he loses as weIl hi s pow('r t n 

narrate, and his authoritative account and interpretation of event '; grc1d-

ually dissolves. 

Much of the thematic tension in the novel is a result of lhese two 

strands of interpretive possibility regarding modern history--lhe 

ultimately utopian democratization of modern society on one side, and t 11(' 

ul".imately dystopian reification and rationalization of modern sodet y on 

the other. If Tietjens most often represents the latter position, 

Valentine might be said to represent to sorne degree the former. Slq-

nificantly, she shares with Tietjens the position of focalizer on 

Armistice Day. As A Man Could Stand Up opens, Valentine' s lhought 'J and 

actions reveal a certain apprehension about the future but also a youthfuJ 

hope: 

She was not gojng ta show respect for any Lady Anythjnq ever 
again ., . She was never going to show respect for anyone 
ever again. She had been through the mill: the whole world 
had been through the mill! No more respect' . No more 
respect! Was that to be a lasting effect of the cataclysm 
that had involved the world? (II 10, 13) 

Her reiteration of the phrase "No more respect" eehoes, of course, Tiet.-

jens' s even more frequent reiteration of "No more parades." While he r: 

morning begins with the dut y of maintaining arder in a group of six hun-

dred young women--an ironie reference, perhaps, to the ever-present paral-

leI idea of the male military parade--it ends with her rejeetion of any 

1 
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such role in school discipline. Her refusal of this form of discipline is 

juxtaposed with Tietjens' 5 lament for its passing. tilt isn' t what l 

want--to be a cross between a sergeant in the army and an upper housemaid" 

(44). But if she sees potential for positive social change in the unrest 

of the war's end, she also observes in the reaction of many the fear of 

another kind of social upheaval: 

A quite definite fear. If, at this parting of the ways, at 
this crack across the table of History, the School--the World, 
the future mothers of Europe--got out of hand, would they ever 
come back? The Authorities--Authority aIl over the world--was 
afraid of that; more afraid of that than of any other thing. 
Wasn't it a possibility that there was to be no more Respect? 
None for constituted Authority and consecrated Experience? 

. You had to keep them--the girls, the populace, every
body!--in hand now, for once you let go there was no knowing 
where They . . . mightn' t carry You. (14-15) 

Echoing Tietjens once again, she realizes that "AlI the unthinkable sorts 

of things" might happen, and "50 it was indeed the World Turned Upside 

Down" (15). But while Tietjens is not so sanguine about the prospect of 

social change, for Valentine this historical change represents a potential 

release from intolerable social restrictions. 9 

These restrictions are, however, abandoned on Armistice Day in a 

Bakhtinian carnivalesque moment as Valentine joins in a celebration with 

Tietjens, his fellow-soldiers and the women who accompany them, a celebra-

tion that crosses class boundaries and even suggests a transgression of 

sexual taboos: 

An officer, yelling like an enraged Redskin, dealt [Tietjens] 
an immense blow behind the shoulder-blades. He staggered, 
smiling, into the centre of the room. An officer gently 
pushed [Valentine] into the centre of the room. She was 

9 For a reading of the novel which places the progressive attitudes 
of Valentine in a dialectical relation ta those of the traditional Teit
jens, see Marianne DeKoven. 
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against him. Khaki encircled them. They began ta yell dml t.· 
pranc.e, joining hands. Others wavcd bot t les and r,mashed 
underfoot the glasses. Gypsies break glasses at thf'i t w,'d-
dings. The bed was against the wall. . The whole wnlld 
round them was yelling and prancinq round. They were the 
centre of unending roaring circles. (11176-77) 

The references to "Gypsies" and "Redskins" refer to 'inf~rior' race!' in 

order to posit a transgression, a shift from the highcr ta the 10WL't itl .! 

Bakhtinian sense. 10 Because of the war, writes Ford elsewhere, '''l'hf' :;el1"'· 

of values has changed completely . One has grown sentimental 

incredibly, coarse in a great measure, hungry, thirsty, loud voic~d. Th .. 

pleasures of the drawing room are unknown & not at aIl valued" (Longenh,lch 

164) . Indulging in unrestrained revelry with members of lower classes, 

celebrating in a manner not befitting the upper class, the suggestion nI 

extramarital sexuality: this is the world upside down for Tietjens and 

Valentine, and it is precisely at this point that Tietjens loses his po:,]-

tion as privileged'narrator, as the central subject of the tetralogy and 

of history. 

In the final volume Tiet jens is literally an absent center. III S 

position had been based on an acceptance of a certain set of social rela-

tions, and becomes untenable outside that set of relations. Of COur'3e 

this result has been developing throughout the tetralogy; the Armistice 

celebration is merely the dramatic culmination of a long process. Ann 

Snitow writes that at the outset, Tietjens's "blood and land and absolute 

rectitude aIl entitle him to look down on everybody he encounters. Indeed 

his snobbery about niggers, Jews, bounders, foreigners, other ranks, deca-

10 The concept is developed in Bakhtin's Rabelais and His World. 
Aiso see Peter Stallybrass and Allon White for an elaboration of this idea 
of transgression. Valentine's remark about t.he "World Turned Upside Down" 
is also relevant here of course. 
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dent gentlemen, aspiring Scots, and society beauties is his birth-right" 

(208). 8y the last volume, however, Tietjens's attitude seems rather 

altered. In terms of the novel itself, this process has taken only a few 

years: before the war Tietjens's upper elass authority is more or less 

unassailable; at the war's end he is, in a sense, ruined. That Ford is in 

faet telescoping a much larger historical transition into a short period 

is clear from the allusions to Tietjens as fundamentally an eighteenth- or 

even seventeenth-century man. While Ford's teleological structure cul-

minates in the social upheaval of the period during and after World War 

One, the historical decline of upper-class authority to which he alludes 

actually transpired over a much longer time. 

The last volume of the tetralogy, Last Post, responds to questions 

coneerning the post-war social power structure in a way that later 

satisfied neither Ford himself nor sorne subsequent readers and editors. 11 

Rather than continuing the diachronie narration of the earlier volumes, 

Ford presents a synchronie picture, "a slice of one of Christopher' 5 later 

days" (Hynes 527) as he calls it, although Tietjens is not in fact present 

through most of the volume. This cross-section of a day may lack the nar-

rative tension provided by the earlier volumes, but it deserves attention 

nonetheless for its ambitious attempt to elaborate a model of post-war 

England. Had Ford not continued beyond the carnivalesque, almost 

apoealyptic, ending of the third volume, ail the historical and social 

contradictions would have been left dissolved in the taxonomie chaos of 

11 Sorne editors have gone 50 far as to omit the volume, thus creat
ing a trilogy. See Hynes (521-23) for a discussion of this editorial 
problem. 
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the Armistice celebration, a re~l but necessarily transitory moment of 

apparent abandonment of social division. History, however, does not stop 

there. If the final volume of the tetralogy is not wholly successful-

neither aesthetically nor sociologically--the magnitude of the task 

attempted may perhaps mitigate to sorne extent the reader' s sense of dis

appointment. 

While narrative authority was focused largely on Tletjens in the 

earlier volumes--with sorne space given to Valentlne as well--in the final 

volume narrative authority is fractured 50 that no single character or 

perspective dominates the narration. Nevertheless, it is not (as 

Valentine's thoughts or the carnivalesque celebration may have suggest8d) 

the end of all social order or the "World Turned Upside Down." Still, 

after the war a new--or at least a significantly altered--order seemeù ta 

be emerging from the ashes of the old, and it was of great importance to 

Ford to find what continuity he could in his narrative of socio-hlstorical 

change. As James Longenbach writes, "Like many of the great modern ist 

writers, Ford felt that the war had severed the modern world from its 

past" (150). In parade's End thi5 historical rupture is registered, for 

instance, in Tietjens'5 memory 1055 which "becomes a synecdoche for the 

historical memory loss which Ford felt the war had impressed upon the minci 

of Europe" (155). Yet the transition is not without sorne continuity. 

The first perspective encountùred in the final volume is that of the 

upper classes, the same perspective that was introduced as the point of 

reference at the beginning of the tetralogy as well. Just as that earller 

appearance in the railway car emphasized the solidity of their power 

("Their class administered the world"), the later situation draws atten

tion to the waning of that power. Tietjens's dying eIder brother Mark has 
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resolved to remain silent and immobile, apparently moribund like the 

social world he exemplifies. While Christopher is struggling to adapt ta 

the new situation, Mark's immobility represents his refusai or inability 

to respond to the altered social world. He has abdicated his social 

authority, and although his thoughts and impressions continue, they are 

wlthout effect on those around him due to his refusal of aIl communica-

tian. Having once dominated it, he is now no longer a part of the dis

cursive community, the public sphere. Sylvia, another membe~ of this 

class, similarly realizes that her way of life is almost played out and 

cùns~ders joining General Campion and going to India where, she feels, her 

style of aristocratie imperialism is still a viable possibility. 

But if the representation of upper-class life is marked by his

torical discontinuity, at the other end of the social scale, the portrait 

of Gunning constitutes a form of exclusion by bestialization that insists 

on a strong sense of social distinction, a sense of hierarchy undiminished 

by the leveling experience of the trenches. Gunning is stupid and has 

"overlong, hairy arms" that contribute ta his "gorilla-like" appearance (I 

178-79). Cramp, the cabinet-maker, is described as "a remnant of the 

little dark persistent race that once had peopled Sussex" (I 205), and his 

voice is represented in the heteroglossia as a picturesque rural dialect: 

"'Ard! Thet cider was 'arder than a miser's 'art or 'n ole maid's tangue" 

(I 179). This bracketing off of the speech of the peasants through writ

ten dialect has a marginalizing effect, reinforcing the quaintness of what 

they say by the diction and accent they betray when they say it. 

It seems, in a sense, as though Mark Tietjens's refusal of discourse 

opens the space for peasant speech, creating a sort of discursive vacuum 



that must be filled. Gunning and Hogben 12 are drawn into that \,,\('ll\llll, 

and their conversation is, in fa~t, a parody of the discourse of à~ini3-

trative authority that Mark must once have dominated. In contrast to what 

we know about Mark's administrative acumen, however, the representation of 

their territorial dispute makes clear the stupid~ty thnt relieves us from 

having to take the peasants seriously. Furthermore, it makes .:l moc\("ery "t 

the very real dis illusion felt by many of ~he lower classes and the 

political left at the inegalitarian social situation that persisted ln 

8ritain after the war: "The war," Gunn~ng and Hogben Ca gentlemen's 

bailiff and a tenant farrner respectively) agree, "ought to have given 

tenant-farmers the complete powers of local tyrants; lt should have don .. ~ 

the same for gentlemen's bailiffs" (1 210). The passage ends wlth a 

reference to a "sow grunt[ing] round Gunning's boots." 

A broader awareness of the realities of power is briefly 

demonstrated in a comment that is not ascribed ta any one pet son but seems 

to issue, as it were, from the general mind of the peasantry. In the 

midst of an adulatory discussion of what constitutes "the real Quality" ln 

the upper classes, a peasant says that "The Quality ought ~o be told" II 

209) about what was going on at Tietjens's house. There are obstacles l~ 

this kind of cross-class communication, however: 

But you do not speak to the Quality. Better lf they rto not 
notir.e you. You never know. They sticks together .. 
Queer things the gentry can do to you still if they notlce 
you. It is all very well to say that this is a land flt fGr 
whatever the word is that stands for simple folk. They hav~ 

12 Hogben's name is interesting bath in lts closeness ta pigpen, and 
because hogs and pigs are mentioned sa frequently in this short sectlon. 
For a discussion of the social semiotics of the plg that explores the wdy 
pigs have come to represent aIl that which loS socially base, '38e Stal
lybrass and White. 



the police and the keepers in their hands and your cottages 
and livings. (I 209). 

This almost furtive insight into the coercive side of hegemony--whether 
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feudal or capitalist--points toward the possibility of a critical position 

taking inta account the perspective of the lower classes, but it is never 

developed further and the peasants disappear soon after voicing it, le av-

ing behind the trace of a break in the aphasia that glimmers for a moment 

then fades. And, in fact, there is something in the phrase "simple folk," 

as weIl as in much of the conversation and behavior of the peasants pre-

sented here, that suggests that these quaint "simple folks" are in need of 

a certain amount of benign hierarchic protection. Their ignorance of a 

word other than "simple folk" in dominant discourse that designates them 

as a class indicates their lack of taxomonic and discursive as weIl as 

social authority. Do they think of themselves as "simple?" Or is this 

the category bestowed on them by the gentry? In any case, this brief, but 

complex--anything but "simple"--moment indicates the breadth of the gulf 

that separates these language groups, demonstrating how far they are from 

any substantial dialogic engagement. 

The contest, in the end, is represented as a hegemonic struggle 

between two groups--the old gentry on the one hand and the 'upwardly-

mobile' nouveau riche on the other--whose relation to power and capital 

has undergone an alteration. The lower classes by and large remain 

dominated and respectful, for the most part without an independent 

voice. 13 And when they do speak in this pastoral final volume, it is as 

13 The confrontation between Gunning and Sylvia (II 303-08) is, 
obviously, anything but respectful. The reason for this is, however, that 
Sylvia has transgressed the accepted hierarchic code of behaviour and 
thereby forfeited her right to be treated as a lady of "Quality," not 
because Gunning presumes any democratic sense of equality. 
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country bumpkins, rustics generally as devoid of political awareness as of 

intelligence. The exclusion of the "Other Ranks" both from power and from 

any legitimate claim to a voiee i8 registered in Armstrong's response to 

Ford's representative occlusion of a large proportion of the social spec-

trum. In retiring from the sphere of political power, 

Mark has given up the struggle. But his proud silence asserts 
his ascendancy over the political arena he has disdainfully 
abandoned. With Mark's retirement, parade's End rejects an 
institutional solution to the social ills of Britain. If the 
game defeats a player of Mark's stature, or at least forces 
him to withdraw, social reform on a grand scale does not seem 
possible. (258-59) 

This reading may be justifiable within the text of the tetralogy, but it 

tacitly accepts the idea that only the rich and well-educated can be 

players in the game. It suggests that the reforms that were on the 

horizon at this time--an end to child labor, universal access to at least 

minimal education and health care, universal suffrage and so on--were 

either unimportant or actually marks of yet further decline from the lofty 

standards of old Tory England. In a sense, Ford's cross-sectional repre-

sentation of social totality in Last Post makes this response possible by 

eliding the large (and in part well-organized and articulate) urban and 

industrial sections of the working classes and aIl those who spoke on 

their behalf. 14 

14 Even if the social changes that were introduced around this time 
are seen as essentially cosmetic, tactical alterations allowing the system 
itself to remain fundamentally intact, the wholesale exclusinn of tne par
ticipation of the "Other Ranks" in this representation of the pOlitical 
and cultural process is notable. His use of the rural peasantry only ta 
represent those "Other Classes" is odd considering, for example, the r1S@ 

of the Labo~r Party at that time. 
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The closeness to members of the "Other Classes" that Tietjens expe-

riences in the trenches leads to the carnivalesque party on Armistice Day, 

but the longer-terrn results of this shoulder-rubbing across class lines 

should not be overestimated. The picture of life after the war shows 

Tietjens brought down a notch, but hardly hobnobbing with the peasants. 

Optimistic readings emphasizing the way a new and more egalitarian Tiet-

jens grows in stature ignore to sorne degree the marked limitations which 

persist. Thus Armstrong argues that "Christopher learns that to be in 

society means to confront across one's horizons manifestations of other-

ness which defy total management" (237). Armstrong's acceptance of the 

implicit positing of a previous or even original state of "total manage-

ment" is itself problematic. Furthermore, Tietjens's coping with those 

manifestations of otherness seem in the end to amount to having to work in 

partnership with Valentine (whom he loves, but who is a woman), having to 

deal with a Jew in the antique business, and indeed being forced to eaLn a 

living at aIl. Tietjens's fear about life after the war appears, in a 

sense, to be fulfilled: "what was he, Tietjens, going to do! Take orders! 

It was unthinkable" (II 70). In one of the final scenes in the tetralogy, 

Valentine seems, in fact, to be ordering him around. 

Nevertheless, the change in Tietjens is not as complete as Green 

argues· "Although at the beginning of Parade's End Tietjens is so closely 

attached to the loyalties and customs of his own class, by the end of A 

Man Could Stand Up he has transcended them" (144). While he may, as Ford 

puts it, have "outgrown alike the mentality and traditions of his own fam-

ily and his own race" (II 252), this still does not necessarily mean any 

more than that he has moved, and very painfully at that, from the upper 

classes to the ranks of the upper-middle classes--and taken the point of 
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view of the novel with him. The degree of Tietjens's actual social trans-

cendence, a transcendence asserted in the text and generally accepted by 

critics, seems somewhat qualified by such observations as that "for a 

little, shivering artistic Jew" such as his new business partner, Tietjens 

"was quite capable of feeling a real fondness--as you might for an 

animal." In the end, this hardly seems the radical or existential shift 

it is sometimes made out to be. It is greatly overestimating this trans-

formation to suggest, as Armstrong does, that Tietjens's change of employ-

ment from statistician to antique dealer represents evidence of real 

growth: 

If statistics suggested to Tietjens hermeneutic certainty, 
timeless truth, and causal logic, then a different, nonreified 
cluster of implications is associated with his work in anti
ques: the subjective divination of value, meaning unfolding in 
history, objects as the embodiment of human creation and 
social practice. Tietjens's abandonment of numbers for furni
ture represents an epistemological shift from the positivistic 
quest for fact to the hermeneutic explication of meaning and 
value. (243) 

A less romanticized interpretation is that as an antique dealer, Tietjens 

is simply exchanging his cultural capital for money, both trading on his 

refined taste and literally selling off sorne of the heirlooms of his fam-

ily and of other members of his class, who presumably are also not doing 

well in the modern world. By the end of the novel, Tietjens has lost the 

position of authority that traditionally had guaranteed autamatically the 

legitimacy of his social position, and he is reduced to trading in the 

marketplace .15 

15 See Bourdieu's Distinction for an examination of the exchange 
rates that obtain between different forms of symbolic capital. 
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A doxa, based on the limited and subjective experience of a few 

powerful people is seen to have shifted in the course of Parade's End into 

orthodoxy, the possibility that there may be other points of view demand-

ing dialogic engagement. A disadvantage of this dialogic situation, Arm-

strong writes, is that "resentment and conflict become possible and even 

likely as soon as mutual understanding cannot be simply assumed" (248). 

But a mutual understanding that has been based on the world-view of the 

select group of the most powerful people in a society is surely mutual in 

only a very qualified sense. It is naive to suggest that when this 

hegemonic structure is modified there might be no rules left at all 

governing the institutions of social order and hierarchy. Armstrong con-

tinues: "without a stable social hierarchy to establish structures of 

dominance and subordination, everyone is potentially equal" (249). This 

would le ad to the conclusion that because Tietjens has at one point to 

take an order from a military ilferior ("unthinkable"), there is no longer 

any appreciable difference between Tietjens, with his background of 

privilege and wealth and the colliers with whom he shares the trenches. 

It may at times seem that way to Tietjens who experiences it as a 

bewildering dissolution of the certainties of his social stature, but, on 

the other side, one may doubt whether the colliers or Cockneys, the "Other 

Ranks" and other races, felt Lhemselves as privileged as the gentry on the 

basis of this social uph~aval. 

Similarly, because Tietjens's relationship to Valentine demonstrates 

an increased equality within a c0ntext defined by rigid gender roles, one 

ought not to use this as an indication of the end of the patriarchal 

social structures that guarantee the marked inequality of the sexes--

either potentially or in practice. Like the fleeting insight articulated 
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by the ananymous peasant into the coercive apparatus of state power, the 

feminist critique that appears from time to time in the novel constitutes 

another oppositional strategy that, although powerful, remains fundamen-

tally underdeveloped. Nevertheless, more than any other element in the 

tetralogy perhaps, this position--and sorne of the women who represent it--

does hold out some tentative hope. Perhaps the single most significant 

socio-historical change represented in the tetralogy ls the alteration in 

the authority of women. Not only is Valentine accorded the authority to 

narrate, but so is Marie-Leonie. But while suffragettes are beginning ta 

cause trouble in masculine strongholds such as the golf course, the rise 

of feminism is not finally addressed as a major issue. Sylvia, at one 

point during the war, reflects: 

These horrors, these infinities of pain, this atrocious condi
tion of the world, had been brought about in order ~hat men 
should indulge themselves in orgies of promiscuity . 
That in the end was at the bot tom of male honour, of male 
virtue, observance of treaties, upholding of the flag .. 
An immense warlock's carnival of appetites, lusts, ebrieties 

. These men talked of these things that occupied them 
there with the lust of men telling dirty stories in smoking 
rooms. (I 444) 

oespite sorne rhetorical power here, Sylvia is not presented as--in Brad-

ley's terms--a reliable witness. 16 Nevertheless, the mere fact of pre-

senting feminist perspectives in three very different women--Gertie, 

Valentine and Sylvia--and a strong independent presence in Marie-Leonie, 

suggests the potential for a critical position that is not fully realized 

in the tetralogy. Had Ford developed it more fully, there might have been 

16 Ford's more sympathetic portrait of Valentine notwithstanding, he 
was highly critical of the anti-war stand he attributes to her and to 
Sylvia--a position he saw, according to Leer, as "childish and dishonest" 
(109) . 
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a position solid enough to augment or even take the place of Tietjens's 

earlier critique from the point of view of the obsolete Tory, a position 

whose critical relevance seems diminished toward the conclusion of the 

novel. And this loss of critical ground that is not reclaimed may, to 

sorne degree, account for the inferiority some critics have observed in 

this final volume. 

The feminist and peasant insights remain undeveloped, perhaps, 

because the novel's 'comprehensive' history is inextricably t~ed to Tiet-

jens's 'comprehensive' consciousness, a consclousness that is not finally 

so all-embracing after all. Tietjens is a victim not only of historical 

change, but also of the limitations of his own ideology. It is because of 

this that Ford's choice of extinct Toryism as his critical vantage point 

on modern history leaves him ultimately with no focused position from 

which either to sus tain a social critique or to suggest an alternative to 

a historical direction with which he was clearly not pleased. Ford estab-

lishes Tietjens's authority firmly in the opening pages, then undermines 

it graduRlly through the rest of the novel. The omniscience that allows 

him to correct "from memory the errors in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (I 

10) u1timately deserts him, leaving him in fact dependent on the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica as a source of information. His financial posi-

tion deteriorates, his view of gender hierarchy alters through his rela-

tionship with Valentine, and even the parades, whose passing he laments, 

are finally (at least implicitly) recognized as belonging to the world of 

General Campion and a moribund imperialism. Ford thus represents the 

transition to twentieth-century modernity as a contradictory combinat ion 

of social decline mingled with a slight and very tentative sense of hope 

and openness manifested in the characterizations of Marie-Leonie and 
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Valentine, who (like Gunning and Hogben) come to occupy sorne of the criti

cal spa ce left vacant in the significant absence of their respective 

spouses, Mark and Christopher. 

There is a strong sense of social equilibrium in the opening of the 

novel. While troubles are beginning to loom on the horizon, Ford uses 

Edwardian society, at least superficially, almost as an Eden whose fall is 

imminent. The causes of that fall Ford locates within the irresponsible 

behavior of the dominant class itself. Indeed, the dissolution of "Tory 

England" that was occurring at the time of the war seems, in this repre

sentation of the history, to be entirely unconnected to any social or his

corical forces from below such as working class unrest or colonial 

resistance within the empire. The immense social transformation that Ford 

represents through Tietjens and his circle of acquaintances does not seem 

to have any relevance at aIl to the lower classes. While there does seem 

to be sorne temporary shift in the status quo in the trenches, it ls due ta 

the fact that Tietjens is being brought down, not because the lower 

classes are rising any higher. Tietjens's social Others seem to present a 

stable and stationary background against which his downward social mobll

ity is traced. 

The descriptions of the other ranks and other races that Tietjens 

deals with often condescend to them, present them as lower in nature, a 

strategy whereby such classes of people are denied a full volee as his

torical subjects, as historical agents, or as historical narrators. 

pord's containment of social heterodoxy even extends sa far as to have 

oppositional positions presented (and thus, in a sense, diffused) by mem

bers of Tietjens's circle. Valentine, for instance, sornewhat in the man-
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ner of Nostromo's Emilia Gould becomes a voice for the dispossessed early 

in the novel, at one point even indicating an admiration for Rosa Luxem-

burg (I 125). Another source of such ideals is introduced toward the 

end--Mark Jr. even flirts with the "Marxian communism" fashionable, Ford 

ironically points out, "in his set at Cambridge" (II 217). Radical politi-

cal voices, then, are located within the elite group of the upper-class, 

not beyond, and those positions are not presented with a great deal of 

seriousness. Both Valentine and Mark Jr. are young and well-intentioned, 

but their radicalism seems merely a stage they will ultimately grow out 

of. Indeed, there is not much evidence in the final volume of the radi-

calism Valentine espoused in the first. 17 

The problem is not so much that this is unrealistic--some young men 

and women in England coming from the ranks of the most powerful and 

privileged have adopted radical social positions, and in a comprehensive 

novel about the historical trar.sformation of the nation, it is arguably 

important to represent them. On the other hand, there is something very 

limited about restricting the representation of the oppositional point of 

view to these young and privileged people: it is a rather significant 

omission to leave out aIl the working-class agitation that led to many of 

the reforms and social change that the novel is attempting to represent. 

In pointing to the omission of these voices from Ford's orchestration of 

social heteroglossia, l do not mean to suggest that the tetralogy is 

17 Or, for that matter, of the radicalism that occasionally is 
expressed by Tietjens, such as his opinion that there should be a minimum 
wage "of four hundred a year and every beastly manufacturer who wanted to 
pay less [should] be hung. That it appeared was the High Toryism of Tiet
jens as it was the extreme radicalism of the €xtreme Left of the Left" (I 
84) . 
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uncritical in its presentation of the class system. In fact, it is highly 

critical of that system, but in locating its critical perspective in the 

mind of Tietjens, who supports pre-capitalist feudal values, Ford in a 

single move opens up a spa ce for a radical social critique and closes off 

and contains that spa ce by locating it in an anachronistic and his-

torically dubious sense of benign but absolute social distinction. The 

critique that seemed initially to offer a radical perspective in the end 

resolves into an orthodox position. At the same time, any demand to tak~ 

seriously the more relevant or influential critical positions of his tlme 

is pre-empted by Tietjens's 'more radical than the radicals' posture. lB 

Because of Ford's reluctance to grant any independent narrative 

authority to the Other Ranks--whether by the significant inclusion of a 

spokesperson for that perspective in his representation, or more simply by 

alluding to its historical existence--the set of historical possibilities 

that opens through his analysis of the increasingly democratic or 

egalitarian nature of modern society remains curtailed. While we are 

shown the implosion and collapse of the ideology supp~rting the old ruling 

class at a nurnber of points, this social movement does not seem to be sup-

ported by the dominated classes themselves. The workers and tradesmen 

with whom Tietjens interacts, as well as the soldiers in his command, arp. 

aIl full of respect and admiration for him. When Tietjens knows more 

about the cabman's horse than the cabman himself and is then admired for 

it by the appreciative worker (I 17), or when, a few pages later, he jump3 

on the train under the admiring gaze of the good-natured stationmaster 

18 See, for instance, his discussion (cited above) with Valentine in 
which he argues--albeit with a degree of irony perhaps--the futi1ity of 
granting women the right to vote (120-21). 
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(28), these examples are meant to demonstrate both the degree to which 

Tietjens is worthy of the authority that is naturally, it seems, conferred 

on him, and the harmonious social atmosphere that results from aIl the 

members of society contenting themselves with their 'proper' stations. 

While it is not historically untrue to say that there were men like 

Tietjens who were respected and obeyed unquestioningly by their social 

inferiors, neither ~s it the 'whole story.' The hegemony exercised by the 

gentry and aristocracy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was, of 

course, neither as natural nor as spontaneous as Ford's initial use of 

Tietjens as a normative figure would seem to indicate. Nor was it as 

harmonious as this representation might suggest. It was, to use Gramsci's 

definition of hegemony, a combinat ion of consent and coercion; and while 

it might, in retrospect, be attractive to lessen the coercive element and 

preserve a nostalgie image of harmonious consent, this remains a very par-

tial representation. 19 Yet at the outset of parade's End the original 

authority of the dominant class, exemplified in Tietjens (and, as we 

learn, his brother Mark), is represented as natural, self-evident, 

apparently well-deserved, and beyond challenge. 

In spite of the informing vision of seventeenth-century feudal life-

style and social structure, in spite of the attempt to retreat to a 

pastoral life in the final volume, it is impossible finally to escape the 

set of historical possibilities that results from the increasing reifica-

19 In response to Matthew Arnold's similar sentimental invocation in 
Culture and Anarchy of a golden age of the enlightened aristocracy, Henry 
Sidgwick astutely replied: "Our historical reminiscences seemed to indi
cate that (their] passion for making reason and the will of God prevail . 
. . was of a very limited description; hardly, indeed, perceptible to the 
scrutiny of the impartial historian" (216-17). 
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tion, rationalization and bureaucratization of modern bourgeois life, its 

crass cornmercialization and commodification of spheres of life that once 

were sources of real value. But since Tietjens is the center of the 

novel, since it is Tietjens and those he represents who are seen as the 

victims of history, the effects--positive or negative--of the transition 

to modern capitalism on the rest of the population are left more or less 

unexamined. And Tietjens himself is at least partially left in retreat 

from modern life, attempting to escape to a pastoral idyll--an anachron~3m 

that Ford exposes by having modern life relentlessly intrude on the rural 

retreat, but one to which he proposes no real alternative. Ford locates 

his utopian impulse in nostalgia for a historical past that arguably never 

existed (the happy feudal system, organic society, stable hierarchy), and 

which is certainly unattainable in the twentieth century. 

In spite of Ford's disclaimer, sorne versions of Tory England with 

all its snobberies and privileges still existed as an ideology in Ford's 

time, indeed still persist today, even if in modified forms. Tietjens, as 

a symbol of a social class or a social ideology, is neither extinct nor 

irrelevant, nor is he in a position to offer an objective overview. 20 Ta 

accept the portrait of Tietjens as a Kantian historical "consciousness in 

general" (Walsh), to lament his passage from the (hegemonic) center of 

British life, entatls at least the tacit acceptance of the social aphasia 

that long made this narrative position possible. The historical and 

20 There are of course many kinds of Tory, and it would be a mistake 
to confuse Tietjens's social vision with a contemporary Tory position such 
as Thatcherism. In 1924, in fdct, while maintaining his stance as a 
traditional Tory, Ford distanced himself from the Conservative Party 
because he felt that it represented "nothing that was conservative except 
the so-called conservative banking interests" (Leer 113). 
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social changes brought about by the "objective social crisis" (Bourdieu) 

associated with the war have clearly altered sorne boundaries of social 

discourse, but orthodox limits remain firmly in place. 



.. . 
Absalom, Absalom!: The "Nigger in the Woodpile" 

In an interview, Faulkner once asserted that "In I.hp South 

there is still a common acceptance of the world, a common view of 

life, a common morality" (1968 72).1 The meaning of the word "commoo", d'; 

Faulkner uses it here, is surely a restricted one, the sens us communj:; 

referred to having certain Iimits--tacit or otherwise. Around the mirldlp 

of Absalom, Absalom! when the scene first shifts to Harvdrd, Qupntin's 

identity as a Southerner places him in the position of respondeot 1.0 quos-

tions about the South. "Tell about the South. What's it like there. 

What do they do there. Why do they li ve there. Why do they li vc a t a 11'' 

(143). These are large questions to be sure. Who can Iegitimately claim 

the authority to speak for the South, to answer these questions on hehalf 

of the community? Who, in fact, has the authority to define what con-

stitutes membership in this community? In an attempt to addr·~ss these 

questions historically, the several narrators of Absalom, Absalom' (Rosa, 

Mr. Compson, Shreve, and most importantly Quentin himseIf) construct vari-

ous representations of the historical essence of the South. This aspect 

1 In a sirnilar spirit, as Richard Gray observes (16S), in Intrudcr 
in the Dust Faulkner has Gavin Stevens declare: "We are defending . . , 
our homogeneity .... only from hornogeneity cornes anything of a p80ple 
or for a people of durable and lasting value" (154). See aiso T S. 
Eliot's wel1-known comments in After Strange Gods (noted by Richard 
poirier in this context) on the South as a positive example of communjty, 
He suggested in 1934 that tradition and community were still possiblf) j n 
the South because there was less "difference of language or race" (16), 
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of the novel has been noted by many critics, and Michael Millgate's 

rcsponse is not atypical: 

As a young, intelligent Southerner, eldest son of his family 
and . . . about to leave the homeland for the foreign environ
ment of New England and Harvard, Quentin seems an appropriate 
repository for a story whieh they both dimly reeognize as 
embodying sorne quintessential and symbolie relationship to the 
whole Southern experienee. (48) 

Millgale goes on to suggest that the Sutpen story is "an exeeptionally 

rapid and concentrated version of the history of virtually aIl Southern 

families" (50). As is the ca3e with Nostromo, and Parade's End, there 

are: many such statements in the literature on Absalom, Absalom! which 

suggest the comprehensive social scope of the novel. Melvin Backman, for 

example, argues that Absalom, Absalom' constitutes a "search for the truth 

about a who le society" (59). More recently Peter Brooks makes a similar 

point: we have, he writes, "at least the postulation of a story that may 

equal history itself" (251). 

The answers offered in the novel to the questions posed by Southern 

historical experience, however, are necessarily constrained by the problem 

of point of view and its attendant restrictions, restrictions that are at 

once epistemological and cultural. Since no single point of view is fully 

privileged in the novel, it is important to examine the question of the 

range of attribution of historiographie authority. 

Who ~peaks for the South, for Southern history? The question of 

voice is central to Absalom, Absalom!, and that centrality is underscored 

both by its presentation throughout the novel as the medium of narration, 

and by the initial description of the evocative power of Rosa's voiee. 

Her narrative voice is repeatedly described in the first two pages: 
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talking in that grim hagga:t:d amazed voiee Hel vOlc-e 
would not cease the UOlce not ceas i ng cl s if il 
were the voice which he haunt f~d. (5-6) 

An effect of this voice' s narration is to create in the 1 istcner' s 

(Quentin' s or the reade:t:' s) mind images corresponding tü the lmdges of 1 ilL' 

narrative, images having a compelling reality of their own' "Ilnl il cl l Id'3t 

listening would renege and hearing-sense self-confound and th .. long-dcarl 

abject of her . . frustration would appear ... out of the biding ilnd 

dreamy and victorious dust" (5). In Faulkner' s description of lhe ef(ect 

of Rosa' s monologue on Quentin' s imagination" there is a senslc.;' lhal her 

narration virtually makes the historical rea .. i ty :.:ome into ex l stence, con-

fers reality on the events that she describes: 

Then in the long unama::!e Quentin seemed to watch t hem ove rrun 
suddenly the hundred square miles of tranquil and asLonishec\ 
earth and drag house and formal gardens violently out of lhe 
soundless Nothing and clap them down like cards upon a table 

. creating the Sutpen' s Hundred, the Be Su.tpen' s lIundred 
like the oldentime Be Light. (6) 

There is a double sense of creation in this passage: if Sutpen's creation 

of Sutpen's Hundred has something of the ex nihilo aboul it, ';0 dop,> 

Rosa' s recreation in Quentin' s mind of that historical evenl. In any 

case, the historical past depends for its continued existence and t rans-

mission on the power of narration and in Absalom, Absalom! thal power 15 

considerable. 

Rosa has, of course, spent years writing a version of the history of 

the old South in poetry, attempting to preserve an obsolete lmage of il 

previous social structure. It is her desire that Quentin do somethi ng 

similar: "maybe sorne day you will remember this and wriLe about iL . 

and submit it to the magazines" (7), Whether or not the story getc; writ-

ten (of course it does, in a sense--by Faulkner if not by Quenlin) iL h 
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clear that history is seen as a legacy that must be passed on. This epic 

telling of the story of the South i5 history in the grand style--

deseribing the founding of a society and its ultimate destruction all 

under the watchful eye of God ("and know at last why God let us lose the 

war" (8); later Rosa asks rhetorica11y, .. 'ls it any wonder that Heaven saw 

fit to let us lose?'" (16», complex genealogies, battles, larger than 

life eharaeters--eonveying a whole world-view which is in the process of 

crumbling with that generation. 

Almost by definition, the epic does not reflect too deeply on its 

own narrative stability. Yet from the outset the narrative stability of 

epie history in Absalom, Absalom! is undermined, relativized, through the 

use of multiple narrators sorne of whom reflect on the tenuous nature of 

their grasp of the material they are narrating. In fact, the narrative 

situates itself initially by ref.erence to the gap that exists between the 

narrator (Rosa) and the listener (Quentin), or alternatively in the gap 

between two Quentins, a gap which reiterates the former but remains none-

theless ultimately insupportable in epie historical discourse. As he 

listens to Rosa, there seem to be 

two separate Quentins now--the Quentin Compson preparing for 
Harvard in the South, the deep South dead since 1865 and 
people with garrulous outraged baffled ghosts, listening, 
having to listen, to one of the ghosts . . . and the Quentin 
Compson who was still too young to deserve yet to be a ghost, 
but nevertheless having to be one for a11 that, sinee he was 
born and bred in the deep South the same as she was--the two 
separate Quent ins now t3lking ta one another. (6) 

This kind of split would be unthinkable within a unified epic conscious-

ness. Nonetheless Rosa' s position may be seen as a kind of doxa--the 

position of epic par excellence. The gap that separates Quentin from Rosa 

(or f rom the Rosa in himself) is the gap that signaIs a generic division 

of epic and modern novel, and further, the shift from doxa to orthodoxy. 
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Not only are several voices subsequently permitted to narl.ilte, t.h\l~' 

complicating the narrative in a definitely non-epic manner, but the com-

plex histor ieal interrelations of these voices are acknowledgcd. OhR0 rv-

ing that Quentin sounds like his (Quentin' s) fathcr, Shreve rcfJects, in 

quasi-historiographical terms, on just how interconnected people (and 

their narratives) are: 

Yeso Maybe we are both Father. Maybe nothing ever happen.'> 
once and is f inished. Maybe happen is never once but like 
ripples maybe on water after the pebble sinks, the ripples 
moving on, spreading, the pool attached by a narrow umbi li cdl 

water-cord to the next pool which the first pool feeds, has 
fed, did feed, let this second pool contain a different 
temperature of water, a different molecularity of having seen, 
felt, remembered, ref lect ~n a different tone the infin i te 
unchanging sky, it doesn't matter: that pebble's watery echo 
whose fall it did not: even see moves across its surface too dt 

the original ripple-space, to the old ineradicable rhythm 
Yes, we are both Father. Or mayDe Father and l arc bot li 

Shreve, maybe it took Father and me both to make Shreve or 
Shreve and me both to make Father or maybe Thomas Sutpen t Cl 

make aIL of us. (215) 

The orchestration of heteroglossia suggested here :md previously ranqes 

from Rosa to Quentin, alternatively including Shreve, Mr. Compson and eVP!l 

Sutpen himself--a wide narratorial range. Yet the "umbilical water-cord," 

while permitting a significant degree of imaginative identification, ha~ 

distinct limits. Absalom, Absalom!, by admitting a range of voices lnto 

its discursive arena, clearly foregrounds a kind of novelistic heteroglos-

sia; but at the same time. by its significant limitation on which VOlr::es 

are allowed to speak, it resists sorne of the fuller implications of a 

social heterog1ossia that would allow the dialogic participaLion of voir.e·; 

outsi.de the sensus communis of the community Faulkner invokes in the open-

ing quotation. 

When Shreve. for instance, interrupts Quentin to take up the na r rd-

tion himself, saying "Let me play a while now" (230), the histor io-raphic 
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jouissance this suggests is, nevertheless, inevitably tightly constrained 

by the ideological limits of the players. As narrators, they are as 

unable to project a black person as a full historical character as their 

narrated characters are unable to recognize one. The kind of sympathetic 

imaginative projection that they can sustain is powerful, but ultimately 

limited in scope: "50 that now it was not two but four of them riding the 

two horses through the dark over the frozen December ruts of that 

Christmas Eve: four of them and then just two--Charles-Shreve and Quentin-

Henry" (275). Complete identification with these characters is available, 

but none whatsoever seems possible with the blacks. They remain 

thorough ly beyond the limits of the orthodox historical imagination in 

this case. No black people are ad.mitted into the web of interrelations 

that constitutes this pool of understanding. Significantly, no umbilical 

cord joins marginalized black characters to this network, a network that 

may not legislate a final version of historical truth since none seems 

finally possible, but which certain1.y does legislate whose voices will be 

heard in the discussion, who may narrate, who may articulate a historical 

vision. 'l'he limits of this "umbilical cord" of communal vision ultimately 

define in Absalom, Absalom! the limi ts of an orthodox historical dis-

course. 2 

It is an orthodoxy that has Quentin and Shreve, "the two of them 

back to Jack as though at the la st ditch, saying No ta Quentin' s Missis-

sippi shade [Sutpen] ... who dead remained not only indifferent but 

;> This is not to say that Faulkner' s fictional representations of 
blacks remain static throughc ut his novels. But while he abandons the 
rather simple bla"k stereotypes employed in an early work such as 
Sartoris, nevertheless his representations of the racial "other" rarely 
signif icantly challenge southern ort hodoxy. 



impervious ta [logic and morality], somehow a thousdnd limes mOl(' pot t'nl 

and alive" (231). This magnetic pole that Sutpen const iLules rcrtldl ns t Ill' 

center, the centripetal organizational point, around which Q\H'lll in ,llld 

Shreve's discourse is situated no less than is Rosa's. Their "ln'l!. ditch" 

attempt to say No presents the apparently non-transcendable hori7on of 

their discourse, a horizon that guarantees its orlhodoxy and thdt fi n,l Il y 

ensures their inability to admit any "other" voices. WhDe Absalom, 

Absalom! may be said to trace a trajectory from an epic monologie (Hs-

course to a strained novelistic orthodoxy, neither of these g('nres ::H'cm'l 

to allow space for an articulation of a black historical subJcctivlty 

Nevertheless, the absent narrations by and about black characters hilve <1 

sort of virtual existence behind the text as it were, const 1 tut ing t hl' 

non-narrated or non-narratable that is the condition of every narralion 

It is conceivable, perhaps, that such an exclusion mighl constilute an 

ironie authorial corrunent on the cultural and historiographicd 1 exc l'J', i on 

of that group; but while Absalom, Absalom! is more than lhe surn of l t " 

narrators, there is no substantial indication that the novel ouqht tn bc' 

read in such a way.3 One obvious way in which such an ironic positlon 

3 Indeed, a reading of Faulkner' s letters, essays and '3peechf's 
does not encourage such a position. His many public statemenls on lhf' 
matter maintain an orthodox position. In an address given at the 
University of Virginia, for instance, he suggests that "Perhaps t he Negro 
is not yet capable of more than second class citizenship His t rageoy mély 
be that so far he is competent for equality ooly in the ratio of hi s whi u-· 
blood." Faulkner accepts thdt this need not always be the case, however. 
If "the Negro" is to be made "capable of. . the responsibi lit ies of 
equality," then 

we, the white man, must take him in hand and teach hl m thdl 
responsibility .. . Let us teach him that, in order tr:J he 
free and equal, he must first be worthy of it. ., He mu~t 

learn to cease forever more thinking like a Negro c1nd act, i ng 
like a Negro. This will not be easy for him. (196) 1')')-')7) 

Whether through genetics or re-education, only lhrou<Jh n;!rHJUflclnq 
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might be asserted would be the insertion into the narrative of a charac-

ter, perhaps a black character, who presents at least the elements of the 

historical narrative that the novel occludes. Even a character who does 

not present. such historical evidence would be sufficient if s/he were 

clearly endowed with the potential to do so. In any case, as Achebe 

points out with regard to Conrad (cited above), had he wanted to draw a 

cordon sanitaire around the text, Faulkner is certainly a skillful enough 

novelist to do so. 

The various images of blacks in Absalom, Absalom! do not, however, 

contribute ta the creation such a heterodox representation of historical 

reality. The first image presented by Rosa's haunted voice is that of a 

"man-horse-demon"--Sutpen--imposed on a peaceful scene "with grouped 

behind him his band of wild niggers like beasts haH tamed to walk upright 

like men" (6). The representation of historical reality that is however 

powerfully or convincingly evoked is a specifie one and the reference to 

the bestiality of the "wild niggers" is unsettling. There are a number of 

objectionable aspects to Rosa's racist simile of course, but the particu-

lar aspect most relevant here is the consequent denial of the power of 

speech to these "wild niggers." Beasts cannot speak, write or represûnt 

themselves through language--a condition not entirely dissimilar to that 

of blacks in Absalom, Absalom!. 

The f irst incidence of actual black speech occurs early in Rosa' s 

narration. The man in question, an anonymous slave whose face is 

described as "the wild Negro' s perfectly inscrutable one with the teeth 

negritude and becoming to sorne degree white can blacks, according to 
Faulkner, overcome this marginality . 
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glinting a little" (19), speaks first to a team of horses, suggestinq a 

shared bestiality that is confirmed in the description of thdt spe0ch: 

"something without words, not needing words probably, in that longue in 

which they [slaves] slept in the mud of that swamp and brought herc O\lt nj 

whatever dark swamp he [Sutpen] had found them in" (20).4 This charactel--

ization suggests a being wholly other, allen, incomprehensiblc, fouI dnd 

once again bestial. When, a few lines later, someone, presumahly white, 

attempts to prevent him from beating the horses, he speaks. But his words 

themselves conta in a total abdication of dialogic speech, a removal of the 

speaker from the arena wherein speech has authority: "Marster say. 1 do. 

You tell Marster." The black slave has the authority only ta do as he 19 

told and to direct any queries to the master. His speech act constitutes 

solely the acceptance of his inadequacy, for whatever reasons. as a 

participant in discourse. It is a refusaI ai speech in any dialogic 

sense, and quite remarkable in juxtaposition with Rosa's strong articula-

tion of her position. 

Rosa' s distrust of the alien language spoken by the "wild Negroes" 

is later demystified to sorne degree. The tangue they brought f rom the mud 

and swamp turns out to be less fouI and mysterious than Rosa and the 

townspeople assumed: "The Negroes could speak no English yet . and 

doubtless there were more . who did not know that the language in 

4 Africa is later characterized as "the dark inscrutable continent 
from which the black blood, the black bones and flesh and lhinking and 
remembering" originate (206). In the attribution of inscrutability both 
to the continent and to the people, similar to the sense of moral con
tagion ascribed both ta the continent and the population of South Amer ica 
in Nostromo, there appears to be litt le self-conscious sense that the 
inscrutability may have more ta do with the inability or unwillingness of 
Faulkner's community to comprehend the dynamics of cultural difference, 
than with an inherent, almost ontological, darkness or obscurity. 
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which they and Sutpen communicated was a sort of French and not some dark 

and fatal tangue of their own" (29-30). Their use of (Caribbean) French 

3eems to elevate them in the opinion of the third-person narrator in a way 

that the use of a "dark and fatal tangue of their own"--which can only 

mean an African language--would not. This is a sort of backhanded compli-

ment, t~king away as much as it gives. Much later, however, the problem 

of language seems to remain unresolved as Quentin narrates the story of 

the escape of the architect: 

maybe .. the niggers saw him go and didn't think it needed 
mentioning; that being wild men they probably didn't know what 
Sutpen himself wa5 up ta . . . . So l reckon the niggers never 
did know what the architect was there for, supposed ta do or 
had done or could do or was. (180) 

The ignorance imputed ta the slaves--this time by Quentin--implies not 

only a kind of zero degree of culture, but also, considering their role in 

building the house, a remarkable lack of abili~y ta observe what was going 

on around them. Furthermore, this passage seems ta lose sight of the fact 

that the slaves do not speak a "dark and fatal tangue of their own" but 

French, the language of the architect. Even a difference of dialect would 

not account for such a total language failure. One need not postulate 

lengthy or intimate conversations between them in order to suggest that in 

such a situation the "wild niggers" would know what was going on rather 

more than they are given credit for. Such an ascription of utter 

ignorance is consonant with the implication elsewhere that the slaves 

occupy a position in the hierarchy that leaves them rivaling animals in 

terms of relative level of civilization. 

When the narrator explains why Sutpen had been naked and cove~ed in 

mud while working to build his house (30), he goe5 sorne way ta humanizing 

the man: he was naked in order to save his one set of decent clothes. By 
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omission, however, it seems that no similar explanation of the bldCks' 

nakedness is deemed necessary. The presumption seems to be that for Sut

pen this state is unusual and needs ta be explained if Sutpen i s ta he 

accepted as sharing in our common human nature, but that such a slat0 of 

mud-covered nakedness is natural ta the slaves and need not be explained. 

The dynamic enacted here recurs in the novel: Sutpen is seen to descenn ln 

the base level of the "wild Negroes," and subsequently it is shawn thdt 

there is more to him than that. The "wild niggers" themselves, however, 

are not given similar complexity, never similarly demystified, never 

accepted as possessors of a common human nature, within the circle of a 

sens us communis. They continue to present the stable posit ion of low and 

inscrutable (incomprehensible) against which aIl other positions are 

defined by successive negation. The slaves remain almost sub-human, 

beneath the acceptable level at which speech is recognized as a leailimale 

part of social heteroglossia. 

The exclusion of the slaves from the position of narrators, or evcn 

interlocutors, of history coincides significantly with their exclusion dS 

narrative agents. Sutpen's accomplishment is described here first by a 

third-person narrator, then by Mr. Compson: "inside of two years he 

[Sutpen] had dragged house and gardens out of virgin swamp, and plowee! élnd 

planted his land with seed cotton" (33). Sutpen had "conceived that hou se 

and built it in a strange place and with little eise than his bare han~s" 

(42). And twenty slaves, one might add. While black labor is not ~uffi

ciently accorded its place in the building of the plantation, Sutpen's 

success is such that, as Mr. Compson puts it, "There were sorne among his 

fellow citizens who believed even yet that there was a nigger in the wood-
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pile somewhere" (59).5 There is, in fact, "a nigger in the woodpile" of 

this narrative construction of Southern history and it is the denial or 

concealment of any significant black historical experience or legitimate 

power of historiographical narration. 6 

Once again, Bakhtin' s comment that plot is the backdrop for the 

struggle of language groups to be heard seems relevant here. Such an omis-

sion, writes James Snead in his discussion of Absalom, Absalom!, "becomes 

not merely the vagary of the individual consciousness, or the bad luck of 

the social outcast, but rather a mechanism of all narrative, one not 

immune from being abused as social censorship." Since "Plot formation 

touches questions of history and time as well as meaning," such an omis-

sion ultimately constitutes "a refusal or inability ta recognize others" 

which "hides under the normal requirement for plot to withhold what does 

not belong" (125-26). It seems that any amount of speculation on and nar-

~ nA nigger in the woodpile. Originally a way of accounting for the 
disappearance of fuel; iL now denotes something deceitful or underhanded; 
a concealed troublemaker or suspicious character." (Brewer' s Dictionary of 
Phrase and Fable 784). 

6 In a discussion of "what America has done for them", Faulkner, in 
a speech given ta the Southern Historical Society in 1955, characterized 
Afro-American history in these terms: 

the people who only three hundred years aga were eating rotten 
elephant and hippo meat in African rain-forests, who lived 
beside one of the biggest bodies of inland water on earth and 
never thought of a sail, who yearly had to move by whole vil
lages and tribes from famine and pestilence and human enemies 
without once thinking of a wheel . . . in only three hundred 
years in America produced Ralph Bunch and George Washington 
Carver and Booker T. Washington. 

Beyond the slight to African cultural history, it is perhaps worth noting 
as well Faulkner's choice of black heroes. No radicals hAre: aIl espoused 
a conciliatory position that offered little challenge to white hegemony. 
See Taylor's discussion of the complexities and contradictions in the 
pos1tions Faulkner advocated. 
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ration of the events, relationships, possible motives of whlt C' pd~)t l!, nt 

interesti at the same time, aIl discussion of black experiencf' i 'i l'mi t t l'cl 

An obvious conclusion to be drawn is that., as Bradley suggesls, bLICk'; .Ir,> 

not thought to have an interiority in any degree comparable lo whitf>:'. (JI 

perhaps if they do have an interiority it is assurned to be 50 dlien d3 to 

be incomprehensible ("inserutable") to whites--a possibility that ret III n', 

us to 8akhtin' 5 concept of the mutual non-understanding of al ien lanql1,lqt. 

groups (356).7 

Considering the remarkable degree of individuation of whitcs--dS 

characters and as narrators--the blacks seern inevitably to remain lypes, 

generie. They are referred to as "one of the Negresses" (58), "the wlld 

niggers" (48), "the oetoroon," and typically remain anonymous. li. coupl\' 

of related incidents concerning the anonymous "Negresses" and the "wi Id 

niggers" are of interest in this connection. After the fall of the South, 

says Mr. Compson, the Coldfields 10se everything: 

Even the two Negresses were go ne now--whom he had frecel d:; 

saon as he had come into possession of them (through a del>L, 
by the way, not purchase), writing out their papers of freednrn 
which they could not read and putting them on a weekly WillJP 

which he held back in full against the discharge of their cur
rent market value--and in return for which they had been ~mnnq 
the first Jefferson Negroes to desert and follow the Yankc~ 
troops. (69) 

7 Rosa, for instance, says that Clytie 

was so foreign to me and to aIl that l was that we might hdVf] 

been not only of different races (which we were), not onl y of 
different sexes (which we were not), but of different specics, 
speaking no language which the other understood (126). 

While Rosa can in no sense be taken as a spokesperson for Faulkner, the 
cultural abyss she articulates here and elsewhere in the novel 1~ nev~r 

real1y challenged. 
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Furthermore, 

aIl of Sutpen's Negroes had deserted also to follow the Yankee 
troops away. .. as though his presence alone compelled 
that house to accept and retain human life . . in this 
house an incontrovertible affirmation for emptiness, deser
tion; an insurmountable resistance to occupancy save when 
sanctioned and protected by the ruthless and the strong. (70) 

There is a sense in the first passage that the "Negresses" should 

have been more grateful for this opportunity to buy their freedom. And 

there is the further suggestion that they were somewhat ungrateful to 

"desert" after such generous treatment, àltllOUgh what possible meaning the 

word "desert" can have in such a context is difficult to ascertain. B 

Sutpen's "wild Negroes" have similarly "deserted," and the reason 

seems located in the absence of the magnetic persona lit y and will of Sut-

pen, their "ruthless and strong" protector. Almost in spite of themselves 

they are seen to be rejected by the very house, as though they somehow 

wished primarily to remain there in the condition of slavery, and were 

then simply swept away on the next wave that passed--coincidentally the 

Yankees. No conscious thought or action is, in either passage, attributed 

to these people; no sense of struggle or desire for personal or political 

freedom is imputed. Faulkner's exploration of the past through the com-

plex subjectivity bath of its actors and its narrators i5 absent in his 

representation of black characters. There is no developed sense of a 

human subject possessing complex interiority and capable of sustaining a 

narrative point of view as there is for whites. 

B For a representation from a different point of view of a slave 
working off the purchase priee, see Toni Morrison's Beloved. AIso, see 
Eugene Genovese's analysis of southern slave-owner paternalism, in partic
ular the genuine shock experienced by many on being "deserted" by slaves 
they had thought loyal. (97-112) 



1 hO 

Bradley' s legal model regulating who may reliably act M, a III :,-

torical witness, who therefore may be counted as an equal mcmbcr of t Ill' 

human community, comes to mind when the younger Bon is Laken ta courl 

after a brawl which he had apparently started for no obvious reason: 

he made no denial, saying nothing, refusing to speak at aIl, 
sitting here in court sullen, pale and silent: 50 that al thi', 
point aIl truth, evidence vanished 1nto a moiling clump of 
Negro backs and heads and black arms and hands . . . . There 
had been no cause, no reason for iti none to evcr know exactly 
what happened. (166-67). 

Bon's actions seem incomprehensible, their rationale lost in an aporia 

existing on the boundary between black and white communities, in the 

inability of the white sensus communis ta comprehend a range of experienct> 

outside its own bounds, and because no (white) narrator 5eems able to 

imagine what goe5 on in the narrative gaps in his (Bon' s) life: "none 

ever ta know what incredible tale lay behind that year's absence" (ln9). 

But the "tale" does seem potentially both narratable and credible, excepl 

for the fact that the "none" clearly means no one white, and therefore no 

one with the legitimate authority to narrate. 

When Bon's son returns from his 'non-narratable' absence with a 

wife, the woman is characterized in terms of another absence: an absence 

of humanity.9 He returns "with a coal black and ape-like woman and an 

authentic wedding license" (169), the implication being that there might 

be some doubt about the legality of a man marrying what is clearly 

depicted as a lower species. She "existed in that aghast and automaton-

9 The specific narrator who characterize5 her in these termS is Mr. 
Compson, but there is no sense elsewhere that this characterization i5 
meant to be contested. In fact, sorne of the pejorative terms are repeated 
later in the conversation between Quentin and Shreve, once again without 
apparent qualification. 



l 

161 

likù state" in which she had arrived, possibly incapable of narrating 

("dld not, possibly cou Id not, recount") the story of their union and 

jaurney ("how he had found her, dragged her out of whatever two-

dimensional backwater . . . her mentality had been capable of coercing 

food and shelter from"). It is a menLality that renders her un able to 

retain the name of her town or village, leaves her un able even to sign the 

wedding register with an "X" so that someone has to guide "her very hand 

doubtless while she made the laborious cross", consigns her t0 such an 

intellectual abyss that when she married him she apparently knew neither 

hjs name nor whether he was black. Nevertheless, he returns, flaunting 

"the ape-like body of his charcoal companion" (her mind is significantly 

absent from this formulation), "an authentic wife resembling something in 

a zoo" and "kenneled her," "the black gargoyle," in a ruined cabin nearby 

(170-73). Returning to his wife after visiting ~udith, Bon is described 

as "treading the thorny and flint-paved path toward the Gethsemane which 

he had decreed and created for himself, where he had crucified himself and 

come down from his cross for a moment and now returned to it" (172). 

Since his skin is very light in color, Bon's choice of a dark woman 

signaIs, apparently, a decision to degrade himself, the relative tone of 

the skin acting as one indicator in Absalom, Absalom! of ti.~ relative 

level of civilization. Richard Poirier comments: 

Though he could pass for a white man, he marries a woman who 
is an extremely dark Negress, and insists on being recognized 
as a Negro himself. Considering the social consequences, this 
is really a conscious form of selt-degradation . . . . Valery 
Bon can define [himlself only horribly. In Sutpen's world, 
aIl Valery Bon can do is to assert negatively his potential 
digni ty as a man. (30). 

Negro equals degradation, extremely dark negress equals horrible degrada-

tion. Poirier's response indicates the way in which the text neither 
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transcends its own orthodox horizon nor encourages rearlprs to chclllcn'lt' 

its racial taxonomy. While it might be mai ntaincd lhal Fa\l1 knc' r'" Ch,ll ,\(' -

terization of this woman, his denial of humanily as weIl d~; vOl ('~, t Il h"r, 

constitutes an ironie comment on the positlon of OpP! E'Rsed blclck WOlllt'n i Il 

his community, there seems to be no 'objective' or exLelna] point 0/ 

reference from which such a position could be supported. 'l'he narlcîtol', ,)1 

Absalom, Absalom! see this woman as a sub-human creaLure, j f Fil li 1 kop[ dm", 

not, or if he does not intend the reader to, this aLtitude ~s nOWhl!IP md<l.· 

clear. When, du ring S·.reve' s narration, Quentin repeaterlly prot est 'i th.!! 

he has been told too much, that he has heard too much, i t '3hould b.· no! ,.t! 

that the "ape-woman" has never spoken, and that until he hedrr> her h,' ha'; 

not perhaps heard enough. This typifies, in a sense, whdt Boulrlieu ra\l~ 

"the 'aphasia' of those who are denied access to the inslrllmp!\t'3 o! th .. 

struggle for the definition of reality" (170). 

Another black woman, Clytie, is described in term'i thd! 'ilmllclrly 

emphasize her alterity: while looking at Jim Bond, Quentln f,lil'3 dt fll'i! 

to notice the "little dried-up woman not much bigger than a m()nkey and wh" 

might have been any age up to ten thousand years . her bilre coffee-

colored feet wrapped around the chair rung like monkeys do 

[speaking] in a voice almost like a white woman" (176-77) 

difference attaching to this monkey-like woman suggests the prnb lemn! je 

nature of the discursive situation. Furthermore, the ided of t irne le';sn'~'1<, 

which cornes up here and elsewhere in relation to Clytie seern" ln partaye 

of the image of racial and cultural prehistodcity (or ahiSLor ici Ly) that 

anthropologist Johannes Fabian discusses as a common means 01 denyinq 

coeval status and discursive authority to marginalized people \"Ihen Ro',a 

confronts Clytie at the stairs, similar terms are used- "trH! frlC'~ 



163 

an! ('delt ing Lime"" and hOUSE: dnd doom and aLi . the face without sex or 

the sarne sph~n..: which she had been borne with . and which 

'.h.' :,1. l J 1 wears now at s~v~.'l1ty-four, looking at me with no change 

[,tdTJflg wllh] a broodlng élwareness and acceptance of the inexplicable 

lln'.0'"n, inherlted from an (\lder and a purer race than mine" (112-13). 

Whether sLressing timelessness or bestiality, the end result in either 

Cd~e is to remove the subject from the profoundly historical existence 

Ulclt 15 the common experience of the white characters in the novel. Time-

lessness is the condition, passlve endurance the character. 10 

In a novel ln WhlCh narratives of genealogy have such definitive 

unportance, Jim Bond hlmself seems ta live outside any narrative framework 

whclt ',oeVel Had he been asked 

lf he was Charles Bon's son he not only would not have known 
either, he wouldn't have cared: and if you had told him he 
was, ~t would have touched and vanished from what you (not he) 
would have had to calI his mind long before it could have set 
up any reaction at aIl, either of pride or pleasure, anger or 
gr~ef (177). 

!l.' :;t~ems Lo eXlst ln a situation of semi-namedness, between the genealogi-

l'a 1 cert a lnLy of the white Sutpens and the genealogical obscurity and 

dnony"Olty of the black slaves. Not only is his identity a mystery to him, 

but VUL'lllln does nol at first know his name. When Quentin and Rosa con-

t ront Clylie at the end, Jim Bond appears, "his arms dangling, no sur-

pl lS~, nn nothing ln the saddle-colored and slack-mouthed idiot face" 

(304) !lis ldiocy is aIl the more pointed due to the tension of the scene 

lC l\nother anthropologist, James Clifford, writes that while it is 
difficult tü "escape the reductionist use of dichotomies and essences, 
[one] can at least struggle self-consciously ta avoid portraying abstract 
ahistorical 'others'. It is more than ever crucial for different peoples 
to torm complex concrete images of one another, as weIl as of the rela-
t lC'nshlps of knowledge and power that connect therr." (23) 



.. and Quentin' s ironie observation that he (Bond) represents "The SClon, tbe 

heir, the apparent (though not obvious)" to the house of Sutpen (304). 

His lack of positive identity is elear when Rosa shouts, "\PI!, nlqq"ll 

What' s your name?" Bond' s response, "Calls me Jim Bond," 1S s lml.lil::- to 

the earlier black speech strategy, in that there is the same aphasle 

deflection of assertive statement th::augh Pdssl':e ref lec::.:..:n -:-:: ':.~.,: "t It .'-

ments of others. Even in his name, there is a slippage ~rom Ben ~,) B"n,j--

a slippage that can be read as a descent from good ta bandage but 3:~n Ils 

as well the loss of essential genealogical contlnUl.ty 

Welnstein notes, Jim Bond "may have a putatlve soul, but Faulkner h~9 n" 

created it f:)r him, and 50 we do not l.:T'.aginat:,·./ely credit :.':." (:.q<) 

While Sutpen does not, as has been suggested, come from a ne~trl1 : 

positive background concerning ~acial difference, hlS fl.rst real c~n-

frontation with blacks cornes in Vl.rg~nla, and tne preVal.llng at':.~t~1~ 

among the poor whites is an lonterest1ng or.2.· 2 'l'hose blac'-:3, such 35 th~: 

:1 Coineidentally, another Faulknerian id:.ot, 3enjy :.n The Sound ,m,j 

the Fury, in a sense Bond's whl.te double, lS granted ooth a VOloce dnd ~ 

soul, as well as an urgent if not coherent narratlve competence. J~m 

Bond, though, a true child of his mother, the "ape-wcman," :.s 'lot 

12 Irving Kowe argues that "the ploneer :.nnocence of young ~J':.pen •. 
defined as a freedom from . , , rac::..al :eel::..r.g" (ll7), Da'J'l.s agn~8s, 

aL~uir.g that Sutpen's real failure ::..s ~he betrayal of :he Jr:.g:nd: 
innocence and egal:.tarlan1sm of his or::..g:.ns. 

What Sutpen violates in acceptlng the pr::..nclples of ~~~ 
"monkey nigger" and ':':.dewater Vlrg::..nla lS pr"?c~s~~1 d p':!r:.v.'I,I~ 

code of hono::: and moral benav10r der::..ved fram thp soc:al dn~ 
ethical order of h1S own mounta::..n soc:ety Albe:t mor~ pr~ml
tive, the mountain soc::..ety has './aLles that are more ~n ".:e·~p1r.? 

w~th the pure:: dic:.ates of t.~.e human hear+: t') Nh ..... c~ F3·; .... ;..:rl~~:

frequently reter,;" (l85). 

Still, this idea that Sutpen disturced a pre-8x:.stent cult~ral pur::y ~r 

unit y of sorne klnd, an Edenic Amer_can moment of 0r::..gln, see'ns riub.-=:·l')-
not just as a matter of h::..storlca: accuracy, but a1so as 3 rea~:n? J~ .~~ 

novel--when lt is recalled that these mounta1n people han ~ 3:ran1~-! 

farnlliar attl.tude toward the problem of raclal Ql::ference "t~~ on_y 
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"broadcloth monkey" (187), who were at the top of the slave hierarchy were 

the focus of resentment among lower class whites but the sense remained 

that they were not the root cause. 

You knew that you could hit them . . . and they would not hit 
back or even resist. But you did not want to, because they 
(the niggers) were not it, not what you wanted to hiti that 
you knew when you hit them you would just be hitting a child's 
toy balloon with a face painted on it, a face slick and smooth 
and distend.ed. (189) 

The problem is posed here not in terms of the morality of beating blacks, 

but in terms of whether or not it wou Id be any use. In the description 

that follows of the beating of one slave the point is brought home. The 

black victim as usual remains anonymous (190) .13 The beating itself, as 

Quentin describes Sutpen's image of it, is a scene of horror common in the 

South for many years: 

the torch-disturbed darkness among trees, the fierce hysteri
cal faces of the white men, the balloon face of the nigger. 
Maybe the nigger's hands would be tied or held but that was 
aIl right because they were not the hands with which the bal
loon face would struggle and writhe for freedom, not the bal
loon face: it was just poised among them, levitative and slick 
with paper-thin distension. Then someone would strike the 
balloon one single desperate and despairing blow and then 
. . . fleeing, running, with aIl about them, overtaking them 
and passing and going on and then returning to overwhelm them 
again, the roaring waves of mellow laughter meaningless and 
terrifying and loud (190-91). 

The suggestion that there may be a real person inhabiting the balloon 

face, of course, is herei but the effect of the perspective asserted is to 

colored people were Indians and you only looked down at them over your 
rifle sights" (181). 

13When Sutpen, as a boy, asks "which one of Pettibone's niggers", 
his father replies that he doesn' t know. "He must have meant the question 
the same way the father meant the answer . . . no actual nigger, living 
creature, living flesh to feel pain and writhe and cry out." 
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elicit understanding, if not sympathy, for the "desperate and despairing" 

whites whose powerlessness has driven them to this barbarie act. While lt 

is undeniably important to understand their point of view, once again the 

black perspective is almost wholly occluded. Furthermore, the "one single 

desperate and despairing blow" which is struck gives little indication of 

the extent of the violence that was routinely carried out against blacks 

for many years. 

White resentment arises from the fact that Sucpen and his class 

must, he feels, appear 

as cattle, creatures heavy and without grace, brutely 
evacuated into a world without hope or purpose for them, who 
would in turn spawn with brutish and vicious prolixity, popu
late, double treble and compound, flll space and earth with a 
race whose future would be a succeSSlon of cut-down and 
patched and made-over garments bought on exorbitant credit 
because they were white people, from stores where niggers were 
given the garments free, with for sole herltage that express
ion on a balloon face bursting with laughter. (193) 

Sutpen is made aware of his condition and insplred ta ccange his life by 

the denial of speech inflicted on him by a black daorman. Knocklng on the 

door of a mansion owned by a wealthy white planter, he is turned away, hi~ 

speech is refused as illegitimate: "the nigger told him, even before he 

had had time to say what he came for, never to come to the front door 

again but to go around to the back." At this moment Sutpen is bested in a 

speech situation by a "monkey nigger" (191), a "broadcloth monkey" (187) 

Such an unthinkable occurance, a breach of the sensus communis, acts as 

the objective social crisis that sparks Sutpen's remarkable career. While 

others might have reacted violently, Sutpen himself decides not to exact 

revenge on the "broadcloth monkey" or on any of the "monkey nlggers"--but 

his reasoning has nothing to do with any imputation of common humanity. 

Black faces remain "balloon-faces." Instead he realizes, quite pragmat J..-
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cally, that in this situation beating or even shooting them would not 

solve anything, tha~ the only solution is to raise himself to the level to 

the slave-owner. And it is precisely through violence committed against 

blacks--initially in Haiti--that he succeeds in his goals. 

Faulkner articulates the tensions that might lead a person to 

embrace this sort of brutality very effectively, providing insight into a 

difficult situation. But considering who is on the losing end of the 

exchange, considering the history of torture, lynching and rape of blacks 

that continued long after the Civil War--indeed well into this cent ury and 

during the time Faulkner was writing--that balloon face silently cries out 

for a voice with which to narrate the centuries of white brutality.14 

Faulkner notes in passing, as it were, that this man remains anonymous, 

remains silent, but neither provides the discursive space for him to speak 

nor suggests that such provision ought to be made. 1S Among the multiple 

perspectives on history that the novel articulates, there is no point of 

view in Absalom, Absalom! for the balloon face, no narrative framework for 

the "ape-woman". Howe writes that 

14 Phyllis R. Klotman cites a figure of approximately 4,000 lynch
ings of blacks between 1882-1937. No figures are available for rape and 
assault or other forms of violence inflicted by whites on blacks. See 
also Trudier Harris's discussion of this horrifie subject. 

15 Sutpen is no stranger to interracial tension, having quelled a 
slave rebellion at a sugar plantation in Haiti, an island with a "rank 
sweet rich smell as if the hatred and the implacability, the thousand 
secret dark years which had created the hatred and implacability, had 
intensified the smell of the sugar", an island whose "soil [wasj manured 
with black blood from two hundred years of oppression and exploitation" 
(204-06). Once again the racial discord is registered but remains an 
abstraction in the absence of any black narrative perspective. For 
another fictional perspective on the historical role of sugar in the prob
lems of the third world, see Paule Marshall's The Chosen Place, The Time
less People, discussed in the next chapter. 
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Though he has given us a wider range and taken a deeper sound
ing of Negro character than any other American writer, 
Faulkner has not yet presented in his novels an articulate 
Negro who speaks for his people. No one has the right to 
demand that he do so, but it is a legitimate problem in 
literary criticism to ask why he has not ... Faulkner's 
honesty, his continuous moral growth, but above all, the inner 
logic of his own work--all these would seem to require that he 
confront the kind of Negro who is in serious, if covert, 
rebellion against the structure of the South (1962 131-32) 

Although Howe 5eems here to overlook the entire tradition of Afro-American 

literature in his claim for Faulkner's preemminence, the p01nt is 

nevertheless well-taken. 16 

In a novel sa concerned with hierarchy, it is significant that while 

whites are capable of both high and low behavior, blacks are cünfined to 

the sphere of the low. They can be contacted physically only through sex-

ual possession of the black woman by the white man, or in physical combat 

from which the white man--in this case Sutpen--whether through superior 

physical strength or superior will, always emerges victorious. Thus h~ile 

a range of behavior is open to whites, blacks are only capable of belng 

physically dominated. This image is related to Faulkner's attribution of 

the virtue of endurance to blacks, the one virtue they are seen regularly 

16 Howe's own comments, in a sense, ref1ect the kind of aphasla to 
which he refers. One can, obviously, find better insight into "Negro 
character" in the works of any number of black writers. While lacking 
Faulkner's novelistic complexity, such writers as far back as Harriet Wll
son (Our Nig, 1852) or Frances Harper (Iola Leroy, 1892) demonstrate mate 
awareness of black experience and character. Howe's remark is aIl the 
more surprising coming as it does in the revised edit ion (1962) of the 
book, long after the publication of works by Langst~n Hughes, Gwendolyn 
Brooks, Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin, Ann Petry, Richard Wright and 
numerous others. It is interesting to note that in the 1975 edition, Howe 
altered the phrase "any other American" to read "most other American." 
Howe's claim is not, hawever, unusual. In a recent essay, Noel Polk asks' 
"doesn't (Faulkner's] cancern with the problem of Negro humanity express 
itself more eloquently and more profoundly . . . than ln any other book by 
any other ùut.hor, written any where, at any time, ever?" (146). 
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to possess. The condition of being dominated--beaten, raped, often with 

legal sanction17 _-is one that leads ta endurance for reasons of survival. 

Endurance is not a racial characteristic. In spite of the obviously 

oppressive social conditions endured by blacks, when Faulkner wants a 

character to represent sublime suffering he does not choose a black 

character. In fact, Shreve at one point posits a separate category for 

the black equivalents of white (human) feelings: "Clytie looked at you and 

you saw it was not rage but terror, and not nigger terror because ~t was 

not about herself" (289). Instead he chooses someone high, someone white, 

ta exemplify this grand emotion such as the architect who 

flung the hand up in a gesture that Grandfather said you 
simply could not describe, that seemed to gather aIl mis
fortune and defeat that the human race ever suffered into a 
little pinch in his fingers like dust and fling it backward 
over his head. (212) 

The low is a condition that any group can be in, white or black. 

Sutpen, for instance, begins there. But it seems the unique power of 

whites to have the ability to move out of that condition, to be "ri ven 

forever free from brutehood" (215), whereas blacks seem fated to remain in 

a condition of close to brutehood, unable to rise not only as a result of 

the particular historical set of power relations that enslaves and brutal-

izes them, but also as a result of sorne timeless absence in their make-up 

11 The feelings of those two "wild nicger" females that Sutpen 
brings from Haiti--and aIl the women they synecdochically represent--are 
never articulated. Their presence, their historical witness in Absalom, 
Absalom! is a mute one. In terms of plot, they are necessary for breeding 
so that Clytie's presence can be accounted for, but they never speak, they 
remain anonymous. They are represented, but they never represent. 
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that has substituted endurance for ability.1S It wou Id be unfair to 

ascribe to Faulkner responsibility for any one of the representations of 

blacks in the novel, or the opinions about blacks that he puts in the 

mouths of his characters. However the spectrum of such representations 

and opinions is, finally, a narrow one--broader certainly than the 

stereotypes provided by the racist elements of his community, but orthodox 

enough to leave him within Lhe bounds of its sensus communis. In response 

to an appeal for donations to the N.A.A.C.P., Faulkner refused, because 

the organisation seemed to him to be promoting too radical a position, 

promoting 

actions which will do your people harro, by building up to a 
situation where the white people who hate and grieve over the 
injustice which your people have to suffer, will be forced to 
choose either for or against their own people, and they tao, 
the ones which your people consider the best among my people, 
will have to choose the side of the rest of the white people 
(1977 444) 

The possibility that a sense of justice, even among the "best" of the 

white community, cou Id override the sensus communis is not considered 

here--white people will stick together no matter what. In the final andl-

ysis, a heterodox alliance outside the bounds of the white community is 

lB By the 1950s, Faulkner accepted, at least in principle, the Idea 
that blacks can rise up from their low condition. But overlooking the 
long struggles of the black intelligentsia and community leaders, he saw 
it as a southern white man's burden. "So we a10ne" he argued, speaking of 
the southern white community, "can teach the Negro the responsibility of 
personal morality and rectitude--either by taking him into our white 
schools, or giving him white teachers in his own schools until we have 
taught the teachers of hi1 own race to teach and train him ln these har~ 
and unplea~ant habits" (1965 157-58). 
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not thinkable, no matter how imperfect the orthodox position may be. 19 

The denial of historical legitimacy and historiographie authority to 

black characters does not imply a necessary granting of such authority and 

legitimacy to the white characters. Absalom, Absalom! undeniably compli-

cates and qualifies white narrative authority. Lukacs writes that "The 

novel is the epic of an age in which the extensive totality of life is no 

longer directly given, in which the immanence of meaning in life has 

become a problem, yet which still thinks in terms of totality" (1971 56). 

With its temporal complexity, Absalom, Absalom!'s account of the Sutpen 

story seems to have aspects of both epic and novel. Rosa imparts the epic 

19 Faulkner's sense of cornrnunity is made clear in a concilliatory 
letter to W.C. Neill, who had publicly taken issue with Faulkner's meder
ate position on segregation in the schoel system: "1 doubt if we can 
afford to waste even on Congress, let alone on one another, that wit which 
we will sorely need when aga in, for the second time in a hJndred years, we 
Southerners will have destroyed our native land just because of niggers" 
(1965 391). The phrasing is striking not solely because of the final 
pejorative term, but even more so perhaps because the terrns "we 
Southerners" and the possessive "our native land" clearly do not include 
blacks. Elsewhere, in an interview conducted apparently while Faulkner 
was under the influence of alcohol and the strain of the threat of federal 
government intervention in the civil rights crisis, he put the matter more 
strongly. "If 1 have to choose between the United States government and 
Mississippi, then 1'11 choose Mlssissippi .... But if it came to fight
ing l'd fight for Mississippi against the United States even if it meant 
going out into the street and shooting Negroes" (1968 260-61). While the 
degree to which Faulkner may be held responsible for a statement that he 
subsequently clearly regretted making is debatable--at another time he 
said that given such a situation he would be forced to leave the south-
the depth of his commitlment to an orthodox sensus communis is not. For a 
different assessment, see Louis Daniel Brodsky's discussion in "Faulkner 
and the Racial Crisis, 1956," (791-807). Brodsky's defense of Faulkner's 
position does not, in my view, investigate the general framework of the 
problem. 
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qua lit y ta her narration insofar as it is the epic of the founding of a 

nation and its subsequent destruction. Her references to God' s will and 

to destiny are resonant with the grand style of the epic. But the whole 

subsequent movement of the narration, its multiple and unreliable nar-

rators, fundamentally subvert Rosa's attempt to reach epic stature in her 

telling of the fa li of the old South. The historiographical abyss faced 

by Quentin in his representation of the past is an inaex of his distance 

from the epic certainty of Rosa. In Rosa's epic treatment of the past, 

totality still appears graspable, and meaning, if tragic, is relatively 

unproblematic. 

For Quentin however the situation is much less straightforward. 

Quentin, with the aid of Shreve McCannon, nar~ates related events, yet 

Rosa's totality and certainty are no longer availaole to him as a his-

torical subject. The end of epic history appears at the moment in 

Quentin's narration of the last days of the civil war when Bon accepts 

that there is nothing left of the old South, "Not Gad; evidently we have 

done without Him for four years, only He just didn't think to notify us" 

(288). The shadow of that earlier epic vision though, as Lukacs suggests, 

still haunts his telling. Quentin seems poised between Yoknapatawpha and 

Harvard, between Rosa and Shreve, and must define himself 1n relat10n ta 

bath. The position seems untenable for him, and he thus occupies that 

position of homelessness that Lukacs characterizes as the essence of the 

novel (1971 41). In a statement suggesting their distance from the epic 

mode1, his father says that the earlier generation was made up of people 

in some respects like them, but 

victims of a different circumstance, simpler and therefore, 
integer for integer, larger, more heroic and the figures 
therefore more heroic tao, not dwarfed and involved but dis-
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tinct, uncomplex who had the gift of loving once or dying once 
instead of being diffused and scattered creatures drawn 
blindly limb from limb from a grab bag and assembled (73). 

With this new complexity cornes the sense that events seem to occur at 

tintes according to 

sheer chance, just a little more of the illogical machinations 
of a fatality which had chosen that family in preference ta 
any other in the county or in the land exactly as a small boy 
chooses one ant-hill to pour boiling water into in preference 
ta any other, not even himself knowing why. (84) 

Bakhtin writes that the epic past is "walled off by an unapproach-

able boundary from the continuing and unfinished present" (30). In the 

case of Absalom, Absalom!, that boundary appears to coincide with the end 

of the Civil War, and the consequent destruction of the certaintieJ 0n 

which the social fabric of the old South had been based. Nevertheless the 

attempt ta make sense of events and people in history must be made, even 

though the coherence of the narrative colligation of those events may owe 

as much to the imagination of the narrator as to the sequence of events 

themselves. The epic certainty of the narrative and the epic stature of 

the characters appears to be eroded, as the historical sublime threatens 

to overwhelm coherence. As Mr. Compson, situated generationally between 

Rosa and Quentin, recognizes, an abyss separa tes the historiographical 

'whole story' from the sublime sum of its parts: 

you bring them together in the proportions called for, but 
nothing happens; you re-reed, tedious and intent, poring, 
making sure that you have forgotten nothing, made no miscal
culation; you bring them together again and again nothing hap
pens: just the words, the symbols, the shapes themselves, 
shadowy inscrutable and serene, against that turgid background 
of a horrible and bloody mischancing of human affairs. (83)20 

20 This vision of history looks back to the historical sublime of 
Schiller and Burke, and forward to White (discussed further in Chapter 6). 
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The narrative confusion in Absalom, Absalom! regarding what actually 

happens and when even extends to its author--Faulkner's appended chronol-

ogy (presumably designed to clarify the novel) does not in fact tally with 

the narrative itself, but presents yet another contradictory layer of his-

toriographical confusion. 21 Snead writes: 

The confusion over dates and even the jumbled sequf'lces of 
each narrative suggest that Absalom, Absalom! is not primarily 
about particular historical events, but about how actual his
torical events are transformed, often retroactive1y, into 
deceptive fictive, mythic, and ideologica1 constructs. (104))~ 

In this novel, "murmurous with ventriloquial voices," it is, argues War-

wick Wadlington, "reductive to regard this lack of fixity as merely an 

issue of decidable or undecidable episteme logical authority" (213). In 

fact, the undeniably polyphonic narrative of Absalom, Absalom! does have 

quite decidable limita, doea not alide from a decentering of autherity te 

a totally relativized rejection of certainty or dispersal of point of 

view. There is an important margin that must be taken into account. Even 

at its most thoroughly dialogic, the novel maintains a strict control on 

which voices are permitted to narrate. As both Bourdieu and Bakhtin 

observe, the epistemolcgical limits of heterodoxy or heterogloss~a are 

21 While Cleanth Brooks dismisses the discrepancies as errors on the 
part of either the author or his characters (424-26), Robert Dale Parker 
argues that they are a deliberate part of Faulkner's strategy for 
"refus [ing] authority and suspend[ing] his readers in fictionality~ (196). 

22 Barbara Foley writ€.s tr:::..t Absalom, Absalom! "is perhaps the 
prototypical modernist historical novel," representing as it does a "his
torical process" that "trans..::ends comprehension or purposive agency. The 
historical record is revealed to be discrepant and confusing" (199). 
Faced with 'discrepant narrations,' she concludes, Quentin's "criterian 
for validity in historical reconstruction is, finaIIy, internaI or 
imaginative coherence rather than external correspondence; he makes no 
claim that the patterns he uncovers inhere within the object of his 
incpoliry" (200). 
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determined by the objective realities of the social crisis at the his-

torical moment--in this case a doubled moment of crisis including elements 

both of the moment of writing and the period in which the novel is set. 

Rosa is reported as saying that "the stable world we had been taught to 

know dissolved in fire and smoke", but some world, however unstable by 

comparison with the pre-war society, persists. 

Absalom, Absalom' is concerned with the waning of the authority and 

legitimacy of a soc~al group who se point of view on history is becoming, 

if not invalid, then at least no longer absolutely privileged. Its claim 

to author-ity, to legitimacy, is displaced to the power of its rhetoric to 

move, to cast a spell, to summon up the traces of an otherwise lost doxic 

pasto This compulsive obsessional telling of the past, dwelling on the 

details, interpreting and reinterpreting, keeps the past from dissolving 

altogether l~ke the pre-Civil war authority that once legitimized their 

version of it. And the intensification of that compulsion seems at times 

to increase in inverse relation to the availability of historical data. 

L~ke th: lost sense of meaning and totality that Luka~3 invokes, the 

shddow of lost authority looms over Absalom, Absalom!--whether the author-

ity of Sutpen or the certainty of Rosa, highlighting by contrast the 

instability of Quentin's position as historical narrator and historical 

agent. 

Qupntin and Shreve resort increasingly to fabricating the past they 

narrate, "the two of them creating between them, out of the rag-tag and 

bob-ends of old tales and talking, people who perhaps had never existed at 

all anywhe~e" (250). They imagine a Bon who, like themselves as his-

torians, was 

almost touching the answer, aware of the jigsaw puzzle picture 
integers of it waiting, almost lurking, just beyond his reach, 
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inextricable, jumbled, and unrecognizable yet on the point of 
falling into the pattern which would reveal to him at once, 
like a flash of light, the meaning of rls whole past life. 
(258) 

In response to passages such as this, Peter Brooks argues that "there 

seems to be no clear authority, not even a provisional sort, for the tell-

ing of the story, and as a result no suggestion of how to achieve mastery 

of its interpretation" (251). Further, it "shows us how narration can 

become fully dialogic, centreless, a transaction across what may be a 

referential void ., . Narrative plots may be no more--but of course no 

less--than a variety of syntax which allows the verbal game--the dialogue, 

really--to go on" (261-62). Yet even jumbles can have a certain logic, 

and games are often controlled by limiting who may play. Brooks's analy-

sis oversimplifies the situation in one crucial aspect--it loses sight o[ 

certain speci ~ic conditions of the narration. A center can be 

recognized--not a doxic, absolute center, not an epic center, but 

nevertheless a center which seems ta regulate, for instance, who ~s to 

enter into the dialogue. 

It is, writes Wadlington, "in the context of this immense busy traf-

fic of accommodating yet dangerous voices and listening that the attempt 

to establish a freestanding monological House has its significance "Ind 

tragic magnitude" (213). The House of Sutpen constitutes a lost dox~c 

center of the narrative, acts as such for 

the narrators who help ta furnish their own eX1stence from the 
legendary House and to regulate what it has already furnished 
them ... The tragic edifice is their corrununal project 

.. The novel' s overall rhetoric, as variously performed 
and scripted . . . manage 3 the novel' s multiplicity of per
sonal voices and 50 serves the traditional function of the 
hero: to demonstrate the adequacy of the culture' s . 
empowerment and thus persuade the audience ta adopt 1t. 
(213-14) · 
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But ~he exclusion of black voices offering a perspective on the "tragic 

magnitude" of the House of Sutpen is a ma jor gap in the novel i.f it i5 to 

be concei ved as a broad cultural discourse in this way, a gap that neces-

sita tes an interrogation of the notion of community im!,lied by this allu-

sion co a communal project. It is a sensus communis that still, even as 

it di~integrates, even as it becomes neither freestanding nor monological, 

cont inue~ ta provide an orthodox center. F.s a point of cultural orienta-

tian, the House of Sutpen refuses equal entrance to blacks and allows 

li t t le blac k input on the def ini t ion of the communal pro ject . 23 

While the struggle for the possession of legitimate authority pro-

duces no clear winners, there are clear lasers who never even get a hear-

ing. The point of view of the younger Charles Bon, for instance, is out 

of bounds, as is that of his wife, the "ape-woman," who seems to exist 

beneath the horizon of language, well beyond the reach of Faulkner' s 

dialogic corrununity. The final loser, perhaps, is Jim Bond who, jn a novel 

presenting the complex relations of voices in '3ocial discourse, can only 

articulate howls. Blacks do not have a story ta be narrated in Absa~om, 

Ab~3~om!; they are the marginal objects, not the subjects or authors of 

historical narrative. While it i5 true that the distinction of providing 

the legitimate narrative account, the authodty to author, is becoming 

shaky, this system of exclusions remains intact. Although there are many 

~J Alice Walker asserts that 

Faulkner was not prepared to struggle to change the structure 
of the society he was born in. One might concede that in his 
fiction he did seek to examine the reasons for its decay, but 

[0] ne reads Faulkner knowing that his "colored" people 
had ta come through "Mr. William' s" back door, and one feels 
uneasy, and finally enraged that Faulkner did not burn the 
who le house down. (19-20) 
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comp1.exly interwoven narrat ive voices--whether directly narrated, 

indirectly presented, or purely vent-.riloquized--the narrative remains 

solidly in the hands of white narrators: Quentin and his father, Rosa 

Coldf ield, Shreve McCannon. 24 

The voice that continues to reverberate unintelligibly beyond the 

end of the novel is that of Jim Bond. Peter Brooks wntes that 

The one left is, of cou rse, Jim Bond, the ~dlot, the leftover 
who can be heard howling at night. The tale he would tell 
would be full of sound and fury, signlfying nothing. He stand., 
as a parodie version of Barthes' s contention that the classl
eal narrative offers at its end the lmplicatlon of a resldue 
of unexhausted meaning, a "pensivity" that remains to work in 
the reader . . .. the envoi to the reader--the res idual mean
ing embodied in Jim Bond--seems the very pr inciple 0 f non
signifieance. (265)25 

Such a formulation does not sufficiently recognize the specifie locat~on 

of this rema inder-- race--which is a problem of doxa and ideology, not a 

purely formal narratologieal problem. If, however, we see this as a 

social as well as a narrative "residue," the ineomprehensibility of Bond 

or the "ape-wife" can then be read as an ideologieal limlt of Faulkner' s 

imagination that inevitab1.y coincides with the l.imit of his narrative col-

ligation. The absence of signification, the inability to signlfy, then 

24 Quentin' s ultimate suicide (in The Sound and the Fury) undermi ne') 
still further the ability of this dominant group to continue imposing lt'3 
definition of the situation; nevertheless the possibility that another 
group might be able to share power and authority does not exist within the 
horizon of the nuvel. 

2~ Confronting a sirni1.ar problem in the philosophy of hi.:3tory, Paul 
Ricoeur asserts that no matter what historiographical methodology is 
adopted "the event is restored at the end of each attempted explanation 3'3 

a remainder left by each such attempt . as a dissonance bet ween 
e).planatory structures, and finally, as the life and death of the struc
tures therr.selves" (1 224) . 



l 

179 

becomes a function of the inability of the white narrators to read the 

d~scourse of the other. 

Bakhtin wr ites that "the novel must represent aIl the social and 

ideological voic€'s of its era, that is, a11 the era' s languages that have 

any claim ta be significanti the novel must be a microcosm of heteroglos-

sia" (411). Bond howls instead of speaking. It seems that in this case, 

black voices simply do not have any claim to be significant, can cJ aim 

neither authority nor legitimacy. But rather than recognizing this as the 

orthodox limit of the narrative imagination, the limit of what is narra-

tively thinkable, the text displaces this 1ack of coherence onto the black 

characters themselves. Whereas the narrative of white Southern history in 

Absalom, Abc;alom! gradually grows beyond the grasp of the narrators, 

blacks are made to seem beyond (or perhaps beneath) the comprehension of 

narrative from the outset. 

Cra ig Werner notes that Faulkner' s important observation--an obser-

vation in tune with much twentieth-century theory of history--that the 

"'past isn't dead, it isn't even past,' articulates the simple, but aU 

too ofLen ignore d, knowledge that the excavation of history is an absolute 

necessity if we are to make any sense of the present" (1986 37) .26 He 

then notes the high "c':)st of excluding 'others' --either racial or sexual--

from acti ve participation in the dialog necessary to thf::! excavation of 

history." Faulkner certainly recognizes the impc:tance of the dialogic 

process in coming to terms with the past, but, continues Werner, "the 

silences, the gaps in Quentin' s excavation--and l suspect in this he 

26 See also Wer:1er' 5 "Tell Old Pharoah: The Af ro-American Response 
to Faulkner." 
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shares much with his creator--reflect an unwillingness or inability to 

apply the implications of ... his own process and admit the other ~nto 

active dialog" (4",) .27 While Faul!mer is aware that the excavation 

"requires a collective process, a dia log incorporating numeraus perspec-

tive5 and sensibilities . . . the actual presence of the 'other' is 

extremely limited. Quentin, Mr. Compson, Shreve--the pri'nary voices are 

those of white males" (48). While Rosa' s voice is clearly heard, it ~s 

the ghostly voice of the epic past, not a challenge ta that doxa The 

narrative may have its moment of origin with Sutpen' 5 refusal to accept 

being silenced by a "broadcloth monkey," it may subsequently record the 

rise and fall of Sutpen' s authority, but it does Tlot finally transcend its 

own parallel silencing of black voices. 

A number of white voices are heard, and const~tute the narrative 

center of the novel. As Weinstein points out with reference to Derr ~da, 

"the center doe5 not merely 'permit' the margin ta exist at its side: 

rather it is constituted by the very notion of marginalüy" (170). 

Weinstein then examines the marginal position of blacks in Absalom, 

Absalom! through the characters of Bon, his mother Eulalia and Clytie. 

"Largely deprived by the narrative of voice, of point of view, of their 

own past and future . . blacks as represented by Faulkner are truncated 

figures. These lives may wel1 take on incandescent sytnbolic importance 

for the anguished whites viewing them [characters and readers l," but they 

27 On the question of the connection between Faulkner and Quentin, 
poirier writes that in Absalom, Absalom! "one i5 almost obliged to associ
ate the problems of the author with the problems of Quentin Cornps0n" (2')). 



181 

"have no access to their own incandescence; their importance is for others 

alone" (171) .28 

Furthermore, in placing these characters at the margin, Faulkner has 

created a kind of 'mulatto' buffer zone between white narrators and black 

experience. Charles Bon is so 'white'--in education, upbringing and 

pigmentation--that he has no trouble 'passing.' His father is white and 

his mother has sorne small fraction of 'negro blood' but certainly passed 

as white until Sutpen was told that she was invisibly tainted. Bon 

occupies the position of a white aristocrat through most of the novel, he 

even becomes an officer in the Confederate army. How then can he be 

thought representative in any way of black experience in the South, of the 

realit~es of that marginal existence? If the missing narratives of 

Eulalia, Bon, and especially Clytie define the margin, where are we to 

locate the absent narratives of the "ape woman" or her son? As Walter 

Taylor has argued, Faulkner' s interest in the idea of 'mixed race' far 

outweighs his exploration of "the meaning of growing up black in a white-

dominated society" (116). 

Many nineteenth cent ury mulattos, no doubt, identified them
selves with white fathers; but Faulkner's mulattos did that 
with such consistency, and with such disregard for their black 
ancestors, that the pathos Ot their tragedies was ignored 

. Faulkner's figures were in no way representative of 
the majority of slaves. Field hands forced to fight each other 
like animals, women forced to breed like mares ... but 
Faulkner's preoccupation with Bon, Clytie, and Valery obscured 
the problems of their fellow blacks more than it explained 
them. (116-17) 

28 As James Baldwin observes, "Faulkner cou Id see Negroes only as 
they related to him, not as they related ta each other" (472-474). See 
also "Faulkner and Desegregation" in .e same collection (147-52». 
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The odd possibility that there may be no essential difference 

between black and white, that mere superficial differences obscure t~e 

harmonious co-existence of separate but parallel lives, is asserted in one 

passage that equates black slave and privileged white university student: 

the six or seven of them [students], of an age and background, 
only in the surface matter of food and clothing and daily 
occupation any different from the Negro slaves who supported 
them--the same sweat, the only difference being that on the 
one hand it went for labor in fields where on the other it 
went on. . the hard violent hunting and riding; the same 
pleasures: the one, gambling for worn knives and brass jewelry 
and twists of tobacco and buttons and garments . . . the other 
for the money and horses, the guns and watches . . . the same 
parties: the identical music from identical instruments, crude 
fiddles and guitars, now in the big house with candles and 
s~lk dresses and champagne, now in dirt-floored cabins with 
smoking pine knots and calico and water sweetened with 
molasses. (80-81) 

An enormous cultural division based on power is elided in this passage. 

While there may be a point to such a comparison of the youth of two dif-

ferent cultures, surely more is COllcealed than is reJealed in such a 

comparison--not just the liability to violent torture and rape against 

which the slaves had neither defense nor recourse, but the thousand more 

subtle minor daily practices of humiliation and forced submission that 

result from such a state of enslavement. Instead, the situation evokes a 

sense of the "hurnan condition" or "family of man" that occludes the real 

inequalities based on the unequal distribution of power structuring that 

society.29 The possibility that Faulkner's meaning at this point is 

29 See Roland Barthes's discussion of "The Great Family of Man," a 
well-known photographic exhibit showing "the universality of human actions 
in the daily life of all countries of the world." 

Everything here, the content and appeal of the pictures, the 
diseourse which justifies them, aims ta suppress the determin
ing weight of History; we are held back at the surface of an 
identity, prevented . . . from penetrating into this ulterior 
zone of human behavior where historical alienation introduce~ 
sorne "differences" which we shall here quite simply call 
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ironie is not really supported. The inclusion of a voice capable of 

articulating the point of view of the slaves, a witness for whom the dif-

ference would have been obvious, could have created such an ironie 

juxtaposition--but this is not the case. That this point of view existed 

historically is attested to by the existence of many black writers and 

orators whose works went generally unrecognized by the white community of 

the period--indeed, when their work was, at tirnes, recognized, the penalty 

sorne paid was high. 

While the center in Absalom, Absalom! clearly does not hold, none of 

the narrators articulates a corresponding movernent outward from the 

centripetal narrative tendency to a recognition of a heterodox experience. 

Subsequent narrators may radically undermine the doxic unit y of Rosa's 

vision but they neither enlarge its cultural perspective in any fundamen-

tal sense, nor do they challenge it with an alternative. The terms 

Quentin uses ta retell the story of Sutpen's pursuit of the architect 

betray a lack of insight into black humanity that shows no development of 

vision in the two generations since Rosa. The "wild niggers" still popu

la te the narrative, and their narrative position remains close to that of 

the dogs with whom they compete as trackers. While there is, in Quentin's 

discourse, a degree of ironie self-consciousness and uncertainty, an 

exploration of historiographie aporias and complexities that is not to be 

found in Rosa'5, nevertheless the pejorative representation of blacks is 

"injustices." (101) 
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not countered. Nor is the absence of any representation of Southern his-

tory from a black perspective problematized. 

By the end, the anonymous "ape-wife" and her son, the idiot, con-

stitute the defining pole of the black community in t~e novel. However 

strained the white sensus eommunis may be, however unprepared it may be 

for the task of redefining its legitimacy after emancipation, a sense of 

equality--not to mention community--with blacks is not thinkable. 

Thadious Davis writes that 

Slavery, the tragic flaw in the old design, complicates 
notions of a heroic, ehivalric moral code and tarnishes edenic 
pictures of its glory. As a result, the sensitive, aware art
ist, like Faulkner, oecupies an uncomfortable space between 
the drive toward reality and the attraction to the myth. 
Because of the uncertainties resulting from conflicting art
istic appeals, legends, tall tales, and myths cannot so easily 
be isolated from 'reality.' The threads of southern existence 
derive from both myths and fabrications and from kernels of 
fa ct and truth. Ail of these have become :.ntertwined and 
inseparable in the present. (225) 

It seems, however, rather an understatement to claim that the edenic image 

of the chivalrous old South is merely "complicated" by racism. A number 

of "threads" and "kernels" are conspicuously absent from the novel, and it 

is in this elision of the reality of the black characters that any trace 

of "edenic" chivalry can still be thought to adhere to the image of this 

brutal racist system. There is another aspect of historical reality here 

that can easily be separated from myths and legends of the ald South, but 

it is necessary to look outside the centripetal arthadox historlcal dis-

course of Absalom, Absalom! to find it. 

There is sorne historiographical irony in a small detail easily over-

looked early in the first chapter. In the act that in a sense sets the 

whole narrative structure in motion, Quentin is summon~d ta listen to 

Rosa' s history by means of a "note which he had received by the hawl Qf il 
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1 small Negro boy" (7). The anonym1ty. of the messenger, his diminutive 

stature, his youth--the racist idiom by which "bey" signifies aIl black 

males also comes to m~nd ~t this point--his suborainate position as mes-

senger rather than interlocutor, aIl these factors add to the 

(in)significance of his position in this major American work of imagina-

tive history. He carries a message between whites, announcing that the 

time has come to discuss history, to narrate the past; that it is time for 

the torch of historical tradition to be passed--in however a complex and 

incomplete way--from one generation of white Southerner to another. In 

this almost ritual act of communication and community, he himself remains 

voiceless, anonymous, a servant of white historiography and historically, 

a servant. 

In her essay, "The Black Writer and the Southern Experience," Alice 

Walker makes a statement remarkably similar ta Faulkner' 5 description of 

the homogeneity of the Southern community (see above, p. 146): "What the 

black Southern writer inherits as a natural right is a sense of community" 

(17). Walker' s stipulation of "blacic," however, underscores the fact that 

Faulkner' s "community" i3 defined by race as weIl, but as a member of the 

dominant community which (as dominant communities often do) sees itself as 

universal, normative, he seems ta feel himself under no obligation to 

specify tf.e exclusionary social taxonomy on which his sensus communis 

depends. \~ho speaks fo~ the South? "Tell about the South. What' s i t 

like there. What do they do there. Why do they live there. Why do they 

live at all" (143). One pragmatic answer ta the question is that william 

Faulkner has been considered a spokesperson for the South. In Absalom, 

Absalom', his narrative construction foregrounds t~e inevitab10 inadequacy 

of attempts to answer these questions in historical terms, but not in the 
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, 
l sense of questioning certain dominant definitions concerning who might 

legitimately respond. In spite of the threat of narrative disintegration, 

Absalom, Absalom! does not move beyond its orthodox boundaries. Instead 

it lodges itself at the moment of the "last ditch" attempt to say no to 

Sutpen (231) and all he stands for, neither constructing nor suggesting 

any representation of what might be involved if that refusal were to be 

taken as a starting point. 



1 

l 

PART III 

Bearing Witness: Black American Women's Fiction 

"The American museum of unnatural history. •. It is assumed that 
all non-Anglo-Saxons are uncomplicated stereotypes. Everybody knows aIl 
about them. They are Iay figures mounted in the museum where all may take 
them in at a glance. They are made of bent wires without insides at all. 
So how could anybody write a book about the non-existent?" 

Zora Neale Hurston (170). 

In this chapter l would like to examine the strategies by 

which a group that has been marginalized in the orthoQOx discourse of nar-

rative fiction and history is able to articulate its own perspective, to 

assert its own discursive space. A number of marginalized groups cou Id be 

focused on in this respect. Categories of class, race, religion, gender, 

and nationality, for example, have been used to deny the discursive 

legitimacy of certain sectors of society. Ta the degree that their narra-

tives have not coincided with those of the dominant groups they have been 

rendered what Bradley called "jarring witnesses" whose discrepant narra-

tions need not be accepted, indeed sometimes cannot be accepted without 

disruptian to the authority of the dominant group. This chapter wi11 

explore the representation of history in the novels of a number of black 

American women--a group doubly marginalized, in terms bath of race and 

gender. Zora Neale Hurston's image of the figure without insides echoes 

almost directly Bradley's assertion that savages are unable to take in 
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simple impressions because they have no corresponding internal world. Tt 

has been the task of many black Arnerican women writers such as Hurston to 

correct that image, to assert the authority and legitimacy of the perspec-

tive of black women in a society whose dominant discourses have tradi-

tionally denied it. 

In the introduction to a recent collection of essays titled 

The State of Afro-American History, Thomas C. Holt analyses "the biases 

that left slaves, as people, out of the history of slavery" (7). In an 

argument that recalls many of the issues raised in the earlier discussion 

of historiography, Holt suggests that the reasons for this omission con-

cerned "what could be considered legitimate and illegitimate sources. This 

in turn had to do with how knowledge, or fact itself, was defined." The 

situation of black history has much in comman, he observes, with that of 

women's history, working-class history, or the history of oral cultures 

that have left no written record to be analysed. Nevertheless, 

The reason Afro-Americans were so long excluded i5 not because 
they had no history, an impossibility where life and experi
ence exist; nor that that hi5tory was unimportant, a notlon 
easily contradicted by reference to almost any political and 
economic development, nor that there were no sources from 
which to write that history--clearly there were and are 
.... Rather, it was that these sources remained unseen 
What we see i5 a function of where we stdnd. And where we 
stand is a function of our political and social [elat~ons 
(7) 1 

In the same collection, Nathan A. Huggins argues that it i'3 "per-

verse" (7) to tlunk of Arr.erica""l history without Afro-American hi'3tory dod 

women' s history. liA white American and a male histcry ought to be, cor~Jl\l)n 

1 See also Collingwood' s comments on the constitution of e'Jldenr:e 
(cited above) . 
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sense tells us, unthinkable." Witho'.1t theorizing the contribution that 

common sense (sens'.ls communis) itself has made to this exclusion from the 

thinkable, Huggins nevertheless ass~rts that "we have read a lot--indeed, 

been brought up on--a lot of perverse history," lt is not sufficient, 

however, simply to add Afro-Arnerican history to the discourse as it 

stands. What is necessary, he argue'" 1 and what has in fact already begun 

to take place, is an alteration of the character of the discourse of 

American history "as historical problems have been freshly conceptualized, 

as t~'e context has been enriched by a more heterogeneous history" (158) 

As a result of the emphasis on more heterogeneous "social" histories, 

"American history is not what it once was That story, that con-

tinuum, that wholeness, that narrative is no longer available to us." 

The story of America l was told as a boy began with our pil
grim fathers and ended with my school day' s present 
There has been a fragmenting and a faceting of the history 50 

that the wholeness of the narrative no longer can contain a 11 
we now know ta have been real, important, essential. (159-60), 

American history, in general, is based, Huggins points out, on a 

historical rupture, a break in the line of tradition that leads ta an 

originary European pasto He notes that the dominant communities in 

America reacted to this rupture by attaching themselves ta a myth of 

descent from a classical past, On the other hand, "Africans who were 

brought to America suffered a similar rupture from their immediate and 

natural tradition. They, too, were to become a new people, but it would 

not be easy to find a satisfactory linkage with any past known ta them" 

(162). The myth of America animating many historiographical approaches to 

the American experience--nthe dominant Bancroftian myth of providential 

destiny of America, the American people and nation that onward, 

upward vision" (163) --has not rested comfortably with the realities faced 
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by bla ck Ame r icans . This dis junct ion has led, on the pa rt of the dominant 

community, to "the tendency to deal with such groups as anomalous or 

egregious" (163). In other words, such groups appear as jarring witnesses 

whose historical testimony has c.:onsequently been marginalized. Huggins 

concludes that 

It may be that the Afro-American story remains too discordant 
with progressive assumptions to be comfortably incorporated 
i.nto the American story . . . . The Afro-American story has 
more been told in terms of failed hopes, frustrated and 
ambiguous victories, dreams deferred. (167) 

The exclusion of this perspective from the dominant national narrative has 

important ramifications. The legitimacy of social groups depends to sorne 

extent on the ability of those groups to articulate a perspective, 

depends, writes Bourdieu, "on the work of represefltation ... that they 

perform in order to impose their view of the world or the view of their 

own position in the world--their social identity" (1985 201). Like Mink, 

whose understanding of the cantingency of élll narrative representations of 

history did nothing ta negate his sense of its necessity, Huggins caiis 

for new narratives, and a rearganization of narrative perspective. Since 

the narratives that a nation chooses to live by "are selected fram a 

matrix af historical experience," it i5 essential, he argues, "that we 

recognize that in an important way the st:.ory is what histary is about. We 

all need to be cailing for a new narrative, a new synthesi5 taking into 

account the new history" (160). 

One response to this call for a new historical narrative can be 

located in the many new fictional narratives being produced by black 

American women. As Barbara Christian writes in her inf1uential study af 

black women' s literature, 
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it is important to define for curselves the concepts of his
tory and of literat\Jre with which we are concerned. Most 
people are taught to think of history as that which happened 
in t~e pdst. Sorne of us ... know that it is one way of 
organizing human knowJedge, the past being ra .... material. But 
for those of us who were not in control of our past or our 
history and are not now in control of our present, we are 
clear about the f act tha t histo ry is a select ~on of s ig
rd.ficant events, a means .Jf constructing a coherent pattern 
out of the past. We know that often what is selected as sig
nificant is integr31ly connected to the point of view, values, 
and intentions of the historian as he or she exists in time. 
(1985 166) 

Frequently, the histories that they relate seek to locate an Archimedean 

lever-:lge point from which the social world can be moved by redef ining the 

categories and contesting the legitimacy of the principles of division of 

the social and historical field. The dominant sensus r.onununis st ructur ~ng 

the organization of society, if not transformed, can at least be thrown 

into relief through juxtaposition with another, parallel or alternative r 

perspecr.ive. To this end Imamu Baraka (Leroi Jones), in "The My th of a 

'Negro Literature,' ft has called on the black artist to "provide his ver-

sion of America from that no-man' s-land outsioe that mainstream" (114). 

Although the sexist language underlines, of course, one particular set of 

ptinciples of social classification, yet nevertheless the call for another 

"vers ion of America" remains exemplary. 

It is the def inition of a community of sense--as well as a sense of 

community--that is at stake in these novels, and that work of definition 

is often carried out in historical terms. Jane Campbell notes that in 

recent years, "Afro-American historians and artists have launched a full-

fledged exploration--and celebration--of the past" (xv). As Susan willis 

points out, .. If there is one thing that predominates in contemporary wr it-

ing by black American women, it is the journey (both Leal and figuraI) 
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back to the historic~l source of the black American community" (57) ,2 In 

a similar vein, Marjorie Pryse has observed that "black women novelists 

challenge the authenticity and accuracy of an American history that failed 

to record their voices and a literary history--written by black men as 

well as white--that has compounded the error of that neglect" (4), That 

journey of discovery backward in time is part of the more general project 

of black women' s writing since the nineteenth century that Hazel v, Carby 

has characterized, in Reconstructing Womanhood, as "The attempt to estab-

lish an independent and public narrative voiee," a project entailing "the 

necessity for black women, as writers, to develop their own discourse of 

black womanhood" (38-9), This discursive independence is needed if black 

women are to counter the reduetive and not infrequently offensive images 

of them long produced and reproduced by the dominant discourse, 3 

In order to claim legitimacy for their collective historical experi-

ence, to establish the authority of their historical narratives, marginal-

ized groups such as black women have first to overcome the accumulated 

2 This sentiment is not, of course, common only to black women. 
Ralph Ellison, for instance, has written: "1 have to affirm my forefathers 
and l must affirm my parents or be reduced in my own mind to a white man' s 
inadequate conception of human complexity." James Baldwin, more suc
cinctly, states: "1 mean to use the past to create the present," (Bruck 
and Karrer 289) 

3 In the introduction to one of the formative collections of essays 
in the field of black women' s studies, Al~ the Blacks, , " Gloria Hull 
and Barbara Smith cite Faulkner' s incidental characterization of a black 
nursemaid, in Light in August, in terms of the "vacuous idiocy of her idle 
and illiterate Und" (53). They argue that Faulkner's "assessment of 
Black female intellect and character, stated as a mere aside, has funda
mental and painfl'l implications" (xviii). The fact that the works in 
which such oppress ive images as the vacuous idiot (and the ape-woman) 
"appear are nonett,eless considered 'masterpieces' indicates the cultural
political value system in which Afro-American women have been forced te 
operate. " 
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weight of the orthodoxy that has enforced their marginality. Not sur-

prisingly then, a recurring set of concerns in these novels i5 the dis-

tance separating the marginal fro", the dominant groups and the social and 

epistemological dislocation necessary (objective social--or personal--

crisis) in order for the experience of the marginal group t 0 become avail-

able and comprehensible outside the confines of that group. Further, 

given an extreme enough degree of marginality and alienation, this experi-

ence must be legitimated even for members of the marginalized group it::-elf 

whose interpretive categories may be ovp.rwhelmed by the sensu.'! communis of 

the dominant social and interpretive communi ty. In the face oC a 

hegemonic power contradicting them, these wi tnesses need, at times, to be 

reminded of the legitimacy of their own test imony. 

In a sense, the work that fiction is being asked to do i8 that of 

çfefamiliarization, but in an explicitly poL tical manner not theorized in 

any detail in the Russian Formalist definition. 4 It i5 a defamil~ariza-

tion that would make newly visible and comprehensible the past sufferings 

and injustices borne by marginal groups, and legitimize their aspirations 

for the future. This politicized defamiliarization acts to counter the 

naturalization imposed by ideology on a situation that is in essence his-

torical. "If one is not to be mi5led by the . . . naturalization, which 

every group tends to produce in order to legitimate itself, to justify ~t3 

own existence," writes Bourdieu, one "has to reconstruct in each case the 

historical labour of which the [social] divisions and the social visions 

4 Bakhtin/Medvedev criticize the formalists for their apolitical use 
<.Jf the term: "Shklovskii therefore radically distorts the meaning of the 
device, interpreting it as an abstraction f rom semantic ideological sig
nificance. But, in fact, the whole meaning of the device 1s in the lat
ter" (61). 
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of these divisions are the pr?duct" (1985 214). To t:his end the process 

of defamiliarization that is attempted works through an explicit 

historicization--the creation of a historical (albeit fictional) narrative 

to colligate the available historical evidence and testimony into a sig-

nificant narrative (Walsh). To accomplish this defamiliarization, a rep

resentation of the crossing or transgression of entrenched social bound" 

aries serves the function of breaking down the monological self-evidence 

of the discourse of the dominant group in order that the histarical expe

rience of the dominated group can attain discursive legitimacy and narra

t ive co he rence . 

The rewriting of history from the point of view of the historically 

dominated is an important aspect in the symbolic struggle to produce 

legitimate representations not only of history but- also of all the abjects 

of the social world whose meanings depend to some degree on the historieal 

discourse in which they occur. In its own way, not just the definition of 

the past, but also of the present and the future are the stakes of this 

strugqle for legitimacy in histarical representation. And in order to 

change the social structures that permit (or enforce) dominatj on, that 

struggle must conte!'';:. :lot only specifie dominant historical representa-

tians, but also the general view of the socia land historical world that 

produces those representations. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese argues that for 

black women writers, "The account of origins remains, at least in part, a 

map of 'where l'm bound.' The account of the black women's self cannot be 

divorced from the history of that self or the history of the people among 

whom it took shape" (176-77). The novels by black Arnerican women that l 

will be discussing do both of these things--they narrate a version of his-

tory 'f rom below' which the dominant, 'orthodox' historical diseourse has 
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not included, and they engage in various ways problems of world view and 

representation that necessarily underlie any specifie elaboration of his-

torical narrative. Such novels are a part of the more general struggle in 

which, as Bourdieu writes, 

the past--with retrospective reconstruction of a past tailored 
to the needs of the present--and especially the future, with 
creative forecast~ng, are endlessly invoked, to determine, 
delimit and define the always open meaning of the present. 
(1985 201) 

Although this chapter is primarily concerned with more contemporary 

fiction, essentially the same dynamic can be traced back much further. As 

Robert Stepto comments, "The strident, moral voice of the former slave 

recounting, expo~ing, appealing, apostroph~zing, and above aIl remembering 

. is the single most impressive feature of a slave narrative" (3). 

Another interestinq case in point is the use of a violent juxtaposition or 

transgression of dominant and marginal social categories in sorne of the 

earliest novels by black American women. Iola Leroy, or Shadows Uplifted 

was published in 1892 by Francis Harper, a prominent activist in feminist 

and anti-racist issues. A first novel, written when Harper was sixt y-

seven, the book is bath sentimental and didactic. Arguing for women's 

rights, temperance, and justice for blacks in a deeply racist and sexist 

America, rola Leroy i~ interesting both as a work ~f fiction and as a work 

of social advocacy. 5 

5 Only recently has an earlier novel by a black Arnerican woman been 
rediscovered. Our Nig by Harriet Wilson (1859), a quasi-autobiographical 
work, narrates the physical and emotional sufferings of a young black girl 
in the north at the hands of the family who keeps her in servitude. Wh1Je 
exhibiting many similarities to the novels l discuss, it does not have an 
explicitly historiographical dimension. 
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The novel is set largely in the south, epening in the years pre~ed

ing the Civil War and continuing into the period of the reconstruction. 

Spanning two such different eras, it represents two very different 

ideological positions as well. Iola Leroy, the eponymous main character, 

is the daughter of a wealthy southern plantation owner and his wlfe, the 

latter a former slave whose fraction of 'negro blood' has never been 

revealed to the children. Well-educated, genteel, protected from any 

knowledge of the harsher realities of slavery, she develops into a sup

porter of that system, an apologist for what she considers a benignly 

paternalistic social arrangement. As she argues with abolitionist school

mates early in the novel, she oecupies the 'common sense' white southern 

position of her time. with the 5udden death of her father, however, her 

world is overturned. Due to her fraction of 'negro bIood'--until now 

unknown to her--she i5 herself remanded into slavery and experiences from 

the inside the brutality of that system. She faiis compietely outside her 

former sensus communis in two related ways: she is suddenly and, as it 

seems, arbitrarily excluded from membership in that eommunity, and she 

realizes the degree to which the social representations of that community 

in fact misrepresent, even misrecognize, the reality of slavery as it is 

experienced by the slaves. 

The transition she is forced to make from one reality, as it were, 

to another is violent and abrupt. From being a sheltered upper-class 

young woman, she is thrust into the position of being the property of 

anyone who purchases her--from autonomous subject to dependent object. 

Remaining within the conventions of the sentimental novel, Iola's sexual 

violation at the hands of brutal masters is alluded to in arder te make 

clear the profound gulf that separates the social groups. The treatment 



she receives at this point would have been unthinkclbll' t',i: 11"1, ,1 1\1'

taposition that draws attention lo the relal ivit 'f nt \ ... hdl l', 1 l.lllk,Il,I,' 

from different points of view. Since she ha,> becomv ,Ill ,\1, 1.','1, 1"LI", 

experience of reality simply doe5 not count 

lished a sympathetic identification with the reélcle>r, li"l- " 1"'11"1\"" ,\1\ 

both sides of the ideol - ical fence makes her a cha r,let f:l wh" \ ,Ill 

\ q 

presumably lead the reader to a clearer understancl i nq o! t hl' 1 Pd 1 il Y 1,1(",'d 

by slaves. 

When Dr. Gresham, a white doctor and abolitioni.,!", PI()I)()'~I"i 1 (1 10!.1, 

she has the opportunity to resume her comfortable li fe in th., 11"1 t h '1'.1',,

ing' as a white. She declines thi!'> offer, preferrinq 111~it "dd 1 " d .. <ll('dl,' 

herself ta re-uniting her dispersed family 

implications. As Carby points out in her introduc!.JI>I1 l,) III" Il,,v .. l, Il,1, 

fictional situation is a standard "metaphor for the Atrlr'dll dld ,P"ld 

an established Afro-American literary convent ion" (YV Ji 1 ) • 1\\11 11 ,,\>t'Illd 

also be noted that the family connectioll she '3epk~; l" Ind J TIl ,1 III l , 1 h,t! ,,1 

her black ex-slave mother rather than that ot her Wf>d 1 1 hy wh JI,' l,li 1i"I, 

and that the first result of this decl.sl.on is her T(.!fll'id 1 (d 1I1dll 1 Hl" 1'1 " 

white man. This rejection of Dr Gresham' c; propoc;a 11h11', ',1 'FI.1 l , cl 

rejectl.on of white male patriarchy--even ln lt,> m,,:,! h"lIl'lll 1(,llI' 'l'Ii" 

struggle to which lola dedicates herself concerne; tHlI h Id'" dlld 'j"nd"l, 

insisting on her autonomy as a woman as welJ a~) on t tif' l"'jl! lll.d'.y 'J! L],IC'Y 

aspirations. The marriage that she does enter inl" dt t iH' "nd 'd t b(' 

novel is a marriage of equals, with both parlnr:fs worklfl'1 ln tlll!ll1 th,· 

"grand and noble purposes [that] were ll.ghling UI' the!l 11"';1>', .. Ill'l th"y 

deemed it a blessed privilege to 

the old 01 iga rchy of slave ry into the neVi common~J(~a lt ft ,;[ f r (~, ·l'.n" (;' /1 ) 
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1:111', t Il" v,_tsions 01 tll.slor~cal experience that ap.:' given e;{pression in 

are sort~d through in arder that yet another reality might be 

rp-'d!",] IJl the futur'_': 'From threads of fact and fiction," she writes in a 

('()flcllFllll'l IlOt. P , "1 have woven a story whose misslon will not be ln vain 

l f Il dWdk.'n ln the hea rt.s of our countrymen a stronger sense of ~ustice 

dnd cl mOII: Christllke humanity" (282) History, then, is appropriated in 

th,,~ ud"les! of chilnging hlstory. 

Anot.hc~ novel written not long after Iola Leroy employs a similar 

hlstorlcal situation ln her preface to Contending Forces: A Romance 

111u~trative of Negro Llfe North and South (1899), Pauline Hopkins articu-

Idte:, the problem of represenlatlon in ,3 way that brings to mind more con-

t ernl'ordly ril'3CU3Sions of the subject· 

Fict 10n 15 of great value to any people as a preserver of man
[Jars and customs--religious, political and social. It is a 
record of growth and development from generation ta gener-
at.i on. No one will do this for us,- we must ourselves develop 

the men and women who wlil faithfully portray the inmost 

thoughts and feel.ings of the Negro with aIl the fire and 

romance wh~ch lie dormant in our history, and, as yet, 
unrecognized by writers of th-= Anglo-Saxon race. (13-14; 
Hopkins' S it,üics) 

Hopk ill:,' s nove 1 is, of course, an attempt to do just that. Like Iola 

J,orny, Il lleglns with a plantation-owning family whose racial purity is 

lt'SS ! han socure but whose members never suspect the fate awaiting them. 

llpon tilt' CIrculation of a rumor that displeasGS certain opportunistic 

white supr0macist groups in the area, the father is murdered and his wife 

and chl1dren destined for slavery. While the wife escapes her fate 

thrC'ugh suicide, the children, who, like Iola Leroy, might have become 

SldV00wners, lhemselves become slaves. The novel thus is able to explore 

the hlstorical reality of slavery from both sides: "1 have presented bath 
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sides of the di1tY.. plclule t lutlilul ,y .I1~,! Wl! hl1\11 VIlIIP"ldllllll" (l') 

While Hopkins's clalm that sh..:' l'd, "!Ll'-,], (l> It'l] <111 Imp.llll<l1 ;1",)', 

there lS no doubting the Sln,:erlt v (lI :1'-': ,LJI"mc'nl ot 11('1 l''lldl l'Iltf'" ;", 

a purpose that comblnes, like Hdrp,'r"l, 

of a marginalized group wlth cl de"nrC' ln ,1111'1 lllilt. qlnup"~ 1\1lt",' Ih','II'!11 

legitimizing lts historical e.,!'eri(:ne" 

against blacks WdS reachlng Ullprtècedl'lllp(l ll~vt Is, Ollt> !C',ull <>t \~lilt,· 

determinallon that even aiter cmrHIClpdllnn 1>l,I':k', would not 1,.· dl ["w"li d 

political VOlce, and she sees her nnvt'l ,-15 d Wr1y uf ddrirp';,lnq llil'~ '.11111-

tion: "In lhese days of mob vlol"ncc, when lYll,-h-]elw i3 IdlSlrl<1 11', h.·.!.! 

like a venomous monster," she wrlles, "th" let,n~pcctlve rnlnd wIll <iw"ll 

upon the history of the past, :'ie,_,klnq !hl~n' n iululllll1 (lI th .. r , .. lli"fl,t 1'''1 

out breaks (14) 

Hopkins alms her work hoth al black', wh(l would tInd thl_'ll "'1"'11 1'11'" 

reflected there and at whlte,> who helli muet! lo ledrn db<>ut thl; rndl'lll1dl-

ized group, The faith and optllT\lSm ,>uqgesled ln hl!l ~ldllll thdl il .. , Il',v,·1 

is a form of "pleading for thal JustIce (lt h'~clrt and mUid 1", my p'·"pl.' 

which the Anglo-Saxon ln America never wllhholdQ trom :'>uttprlfHl lillntdrllty" 

(15) is more than slightly UndE'rmlned ln the nc)v,_'l Ils • .!lf WItt! Il', v .. , Ifl 

able accounts of racist torture, rape and murd.:!, " 

social justice ln 1899 mdy have heen ullfnunded, her attempl 1 () 1 Hld 11l',' 

tice through a depiction of the historlcal sufferings and dsplrdt I()n') {d 

the black population is only one of many based on the perhdp<, nalVP ('{'fI-

6Hopkins directs reader'3 who doubt_ the veracily or t'Jd 11 ',!fI (Jf hl r 
narrative to the "archives of the courl hou,c at Newberne, N r: , dwl ,il tri 

national seat of government, Wa'3hinqtrm, D C." (14). 
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Il',1 l'dl 1 h,1t d only rJ(::opJ.~ ~:1 pOW0r )rnc\.-; what was recllly rdppcninq, thE'Y 

WHild put d -'top to the In]U5ti::::e. vJhat was needed, lhen, l.ilS a ?ortrdit 

'f 1 h" ,f' oppressee! people that cou'd penetLate the ideologlcal barrlers of 

t li., ,j',rnl nilnt scnsus communus Like Frances Harper, HopkIns found that the 

rrJ()<,t .. t t."ct Jve ~Iay to overcome those barriers was to have fictionai 

,lidrd( t.t~1 '3 who coulc! speak fOL the d0mlnant gr-oup forced aCloss tho'ie hnr-

t lPt:,. WJlrl'~sses whose reliab.i.llty has already been establlshed--at ledst 

ln p.trt t hrough their membership in the white community--now speak from 

th.! posItion of the dominated group, have themselves become, ln fact, mem-

The result lS that the transgression of the boundary 

llelwcc'n the lwo groups exposes the artificiality and brutallzing effects 

01 the boundary itself. 7 What had appeared natural--the segreg3tlon and 

~t télLlfication of the raceS--IS thus shown to be a social and hlstoricaJ 

(,t\'cltion, 'whJect to historical alteration. 

Mdny novels by black women feature characters whose dcceptance of 

t tH' spI t --uvidence of the statlls quo 1S demolished and replacee:! by an 

ln'>lde knowledge of the heterodox reality of the other--alterity deflned 

here in terms both of race and gender To accompllsh this, a wrenching of 

t hf! nOlmdl1y experienced reality of social relations must be enacted ln 

()Ider lo defamiliarize the sense that these social patterns are somehow 

1 The conventions of the sentimental novel, and the extremity of the 
~ocial pC3itlons ta be narrdted contribute to the use of quite 
rnelodramdtic representations of the canflict. In Contending Forces, for 
èxamplc, after her noble husband is murdered by 'white traeh,' the beauti
fuI and culturcd Grace Montfort is tied to a post and whipped, and the 
"l"ough hand of Hank Davis. . tear[s] her garments from her shrinking 
shoulders" (68). The whipping is recounted quite sensatianally, and even 
~ccompanled by a full-page frontispiece illustration of the scene, 
dccentuating the outrage the reader may feel in the knowledge that the law 
i~; on tlw side of the villans. 
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nalural rathe:- than hlstarlCal cl' ,j contingenl uron reLit l"I1,i ut 1',\\-1"1 .tll.! 

dominance The imporlance of hi~tollography l', r:lc"Ir ln Ihl" "'Ilt,:-.I, Il 

constllutes one of the prlvileged na.-ratives that can bp lnvok. d t () 1"<11\-

imate or de-legitimate the systerl''3 of classificdtlon Ihal SlrtlC\lll" i",'I.ll 

life, to articulate and leT1d crecllbllily lo the realJtle:, l,f I,,·,'plf> wh,) 

had remdlned in a .:3tate of aphasla, Bourdieu argues tl'dt 

The capaclty to make entitles 
publlSh, to make publlC (i.e 
even offlcial) that which had 

exisl ln the expl iClI 'iL.lll·, t (\ 

render objecli fipd, vlsibl,', dlill 

not previously altdin"d nhj,'('-

llve and collective existence --people's malaise, 
ùnxlety, dlsqulet, expectatlons--represenls cl formldabl~~ 

soclal p"wcr, the power ta make groups by mi'lk ipg 1 hp cnmmc>n 
sense, the e>.plicit consensus, of the wholc group. (1 9B~ ;,n,») 

It has been the burden of much black women's writlng ta beqln lo l'l{\~r<i',,, 

thlS kind of discursive power, L.O overcome thlS form ai al'haSl.-1 t,y 

artlculating an altprnative narrative point of Vlew on hi':llnrJcd r-t'dlity, 

and thraugh this representation to legitlmize and valorlze tl1t~ ";·.pL'1 1"11' l' 

of a previously marginalized and oppressed soclal group. 

For reasons of space, a number of novels that might U'ie! li! 1 Y IJI' il l ',-

cussed here have, wlth regret, been omitted. The most slgnif lCdTJl :>1llgl,· 

omlssion is, perhaps, the work of Alice Walker, aIl of whüse n()vel:, hdV/' 

an explicit historical dimension. Toni Morrison' s Bcloved pre:;"nls onl' 

the most powerful recent explorallons of black American hlslory Ot tll' r 

novelists workiny in this area include Toni Cade Bamhara The Sdlteaters), 

Margaret Walker (Jubilee) and Alice Childress (A Short Walk) 'ro dl~d 1 

with aIl of this material would, however, require another thesLS 
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Paule Marshall's The Chosen Place, The Timeless People (1969) 

declares its historical coneerns in its opening epigraph, a saying from 

lhe Tiv, a west African people whose de~cendants are perhaps among the 

population of the Caribbean island that the novel depicts. 

Once a great wrong has been done, it never dies. People speak 
the words of peace, but their hearts do not forgive. Gener
atlons perform ceremonies of reeonciliation but there is no 
end. 

The great wrong that provides a framework for Marshall's novel has its 

historical beginning in the forced migration and enslavement of millions 

of Africans, and the consequences of that great wrong ramify in eomplex 

ways through the lives and relationships of aIl the novel's charaeters 

Saul Arnron, his wife Harriet and aS5istant Allen Fuso arrive in 

Bourne Is12:1d to carry out anthropological research on this underdeveloped 

eommunity as the preliminary phase of a development projeet sponsored by a 

'philanthropie' foundation (CASR). Funding for the "Center" lS pLovided 

by several large corporations, but mainly by "Unicor", a company which 

also contraIs the sugar-based eeonomy of the Island, and d company with 

which Harriet Amron is eonneeted. Harriet's family wealth originated with 

an aneestor who had traded in rum and slaves, a family business that has 

changed with the times yet has maintained economic control over sorne of 

the descendants of thosp slaves through both the sugar industry (produc-

tion) and t~rough the saltfish that provides the basis of the islanders' 

diet (consumption). 

Marshall's bitter sense of historical irony is thus evident as she 
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discusses the motivation behind such a foundation. The C0nler" 

with its emphasis on uplifting the impoverished of the WOI Id, 
served as 03 fitting public expression of their quiet 
humanitarianism and concern, and as a means, although thi'; \~d', 

seldom mentioned, of saving substantially on government t ,1M"\ 

by being intimately connected with ft nonprofit, lax-e~en~t 

faundation. (36) 

The connection is indeed intimate, as Harriet is married ta the chlef 

academic researcher, and it is in a sense her money that underwr1 tes t Ill' 

whole project--and thu~ her approval or disa~proval that is necessary tn 

its continuance. As Merle (who acts as a spokesperson for many islallclpl:,) 

realizes, the power structure has, in sorne significant ways, not rea}ly 

altered. In the midst of a highly emotional outburst she exclaims lhat 

things have not changed since th~ English 

were around here selling us for thirty pOl.lnds ster 11n'1 Not 

really. Not when yal.l look deep. Cansider. The Kingsley'~ 
still hold the purse strings and are allowed to do as they 
damn please . . And the Little Fella is still bleedi fiC) Il 1', 

life out in a cane field. .. Things are no differenl. 'l'h .. 
chains are still on. (210) 

Then, directing her appeal to a representative of the island's 

postcolonial black elite, she concludes by asking: "'Haven't you 

learned anything from all that' s go ne on in this island over the pasl fnllr 

hundred years? Read your history, man l '" 

The residents of impoverished Bournehills are, for the most part, 

victims of history. The Atlantic ocean, separating them from their 

ancestral home, crashes i~ on their island 

with t1 sound like that of the combined voices of the drowned 
raised in a loud unceasing lament--all those, the nine mil lion 
and more it is said, who in their enforced exile, their 

8 Frequently referred ta as "the Center," it suggests as weIl the 
hegemonic center that it represents, and the relation of margin tn ccnt~l 
that it ultimately enforces. 
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Diaspora, had gone down between this point and the homeland 
lying out of sight to the east. This sea mourned them. 
Aggrieved, outraged, unappeased, it hurled itself upon each of 
lhe reefs in turn and then upon the shingle beach, sending up 
the spume in an angry froth which the wind took and drove in 
like smoke over the land Great boulders that had roared down 

.. centuries ago stood scattered in the surf; these, 
sculpted into fantastical shapes by the wind and water, might 
have been gravestones placed there to commemorate those mil
lions of the drowned. (106). 

The sense here that history is inscribed even on the face of nature sug-

gests lIte way that Marshall portrays it as a force determining the very 

categories of perception available to the natives. History, in this 

novel, is not a separate discourse, however privileged, but the basis on 

which a culture develops its sense of itself and its relation to the rest 

of the human community. It is the framework in terms of which aIl present 

discourse must be interpreted. The historical sense of victimization 

impinges on all the categories through which the impoverished islanders 

view the world. As Spillers observes, 

the scene against which [the island] enacts and reenacts its 
history has been decided by origins that must be appeased, at 
least recognized and named out loud. The transatlantic slave 
trade, the historie provenance of Bournehills, is thoroughly 
mediated through a number of peak points. But the trade and 
its human and social currencies become the basic archetypal 
and memorial symbol-pattern that asserts itself in the 
cultural and daily activities of the community. (158) 

"Perception of the social world," as Bourdieu has aI.gued, "is structured 

because the schemes of perception and appreciation available for use at 

the moment in question, especially those that are deposited in language, 

dre the product of previous symbolic struggles and express the state of 

the symbolic power relations" (1985 200-01) In Bournehills, those 

previous struggles (symbolic and otherwise) have left people impoverished 

and defeated, caught in a web of victimization that ia reproduced not 

simply in their own attitudes, but also in their continued victimization 

, 
, , 
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by more or less the same forces that enslaved them hundreds of ye~ls 

before. The genealogy Marshall provides, connecting Harriet lo the 

original slave-traders indicates the continuity of this pattprn--!1Pl 1\011-

profit philanthropie foundation notwithstanding. 

The colonial legacy is present as well in the placename'3 Uldl 

identify the island--not only Westmi..nster, but outside town dS well: !\<llll-

court, Buckingham, Sussex, Lords, Drake (101). A dispossessed peoplt' 

whose dispossession is registered, for instance, in the fact thill 1 ht·y dt, 

not name thei r own land. 9 The great exception in this (synchron i c) pdt-

tern of naming the island is the great exception historically (diachl()(li-

cally) as well: Pyre Hill. This name registers the island' sone gredt 

historic moment of resistance, an event (says Merle) that took pJacp. )'dck 

"'in the days when the English were around here selling us for thirLy 

pounds sterling.'" 

, [0] ne of the biggest estate houses on the island usee! ln hr> 
right on top of that hill. People say it stood like a Cil~t le 
there. It belonged to Percy Bryam, the man who owned all of 

Bournehills and everyone in it in the beginning. People U'i(~d 

ta have to get down on their knees when he passed'. (10 1) 

Cuffee Ned, leader of a slave rebellion, killed Bryam and burned hl'3 

estate ta the ground, an event whose success is unparalleLed in Lhe 

island's history. Its value to ~he islander's sense of the past and of 

their community is expressed by Merle: "'There was never anything li kt? j t 

9 The power to bestow a name, whether on a place or a person 
(oneself or one's children) is a frequent motif in many of these novc)'3. 
Slaves were given names by their owners and made ta live in places whose 
names were foreign to them--symbolizing their enforced lack of control 
over their own lives, their bodies and their world. Bourdieu writes of 
the power inherent in the ability to bestow a name, a power aIl the rnor<: 
vital "in crisis situations, when the meaning of the world slip:'> awi'ly" 
(203) . 
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before or since. It's the only bit of history we have worth mention-

ing'" (102). And indeed, this moment of insurrection stands in bold relief 

agajnst the unbroken history of oppression that structures local attitudes 

to authority and to a future who5e bleak prospects are relieved only by 

the millenarian hope that Cuffee Ned--or sorne avatar--will return to lib-

erate them once again. 10 

This sensus cammunis seems registered in their very convention of 

greeting one other: "they would slowly raise their right arm like someone 

about ta give evidence in court, the elbows at a sharp ninety-degree 

angle, the hand held stiff, the fingers straight. It was a strange, 

solemn greeting encompassing both hail and farewell, time past and pre-

sent" (103). The legal simile recalls, onre again, the vision of jarring 

witnesses, which they indubitably are in the eyes of the dominant com-

munity.l1 Their evidence is abundantly clear to them, however, and con-

stilutes one of the most fundamental truths that sustains them and orders 

their perception of their place in the structure of power. The greeting is 

furthermore a kind of ritual of recognition whereby members of a closed 

community recognize and tacitly affirm each other, and at the same time 

form a tacit barrier excluding those who do not share in this sense of 

community. 

10 This millenarian hope is expressed explicitly by the sugar cane 
workers, as well as implicitily in Leesy's redemptive care for the memory 
of her ancestors and in the hope that her family will be reunited someday 
on her little plot of land. The theme of family reunification once again 
oxpresses a larger communal aspiration. (28, 34) 

11 This image is developed further in the anecdote of the servant 
charged with the the ft of a piece of his employer's property. The ser
vant's (jarring) version of events is not accepted by the court and the 
employer's complaint is upheld (76). 
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The gap thal distances lhem from other cOITununities 1!< ,,--vidl'nt : 

"'those people are another breed altogether,'" one of the i5 l,Hld' S l' III t.' 

women warns Harriet. "'You can't figure them out They' re li kc t hey' 1 l' 

bewitched or something. Ta tell the truth, l don' l evcn like t 0 L1dnk 1 h" 

place exists'" (70). The incomprehension--the mutual incornprchension (lI 

alien language groups that Bakhtin observes--is frequently reqislert>ci, in 

the "veiled eyes" (154), Or in the distance that separates them from Ill.' 

community of power. When the island' S clite meet for drinks at a 1 OCd 1 

bar, 

Unnoticed in the distance beyond the tree stood a small crowd 
of local people--young people for the most. 'rhey were wal ch
ing from behl.nd the tall split-bamboo fence which sE-ctlreci 1 h,' 

hotel from its surroundings ... standing there invisible, 
their black faces part of the greater blackness of the nighl. 
(75) 

Even more dramatically, this gap is illustrated by Marshall's des-

cription of Saul' s attempt to commtlnicate the real meaning of his dev(!1op-

ment project ta the population of the island who have gathered to hCdT 

him. The elite members of the society "filled the shabby drawlng room," 

while the rest remain outside. In between, "the long veranda stood C'mpt y 

. like sorne no man' s land no one dared cross" (132) in spite of th\' 

fact that those on the outside have been urged to come in. But inste,ld of 

doing sa, they 

sat on the precipitous steps leading down ... to the beach 
and spilled over onto the beach itself, where they stood in 
great faceless numbers under the far-reachinj shadow of the 
veranda, while behind them, down the stretch of shingle, the 
breakers pounded and clawed at the land. The torn spume, 
soaring up into the darkness each time a wave struck, was a 
brief, brilliant pyrotechnie display ln the light from the 
house. 

The play of light and shadow between the house (containing the elite) anrl 

the ~each (whose surf recalls the millions of dispossesRed) conveys much, 
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almost allegorically, about why the gap remains thcugh there is apparently 

no one to enforce it. Even Merle cannot convince them to bridge it. 

Merle kept urging those outside, especially the ones on the 
darkened beach below, to come up. Periodically, she would 
lean over the railing and plead with them to come upstairs. 
But to no avail. Each time she called down they would look 
off, making it appear that she was speaking to someone other 
lhan they, gently ignoring her. (132) 

Saul decides to go to them, since they will not come to him. Moving down 

lü the beach, nis sense of difference, of distance, in relation to these 

people becomes even clearer, but it also begins to seem, "measureable." 

He lries, with litt le success, to make contact by looking into their eyes, 

deep-set eyes which seemed ta be regarding him from the other 
end of a long dimly lit corridor, whose distance was 
measurable both in space and time, and down which he was 
certain he would have to travel if he were ever to know them 
or they to know him. Moreover, as he. . leaned in close to 
repeat his name over the loud crash of a wave, he had the odd 
feeling that the youngest among them, including even the 
babies asleep on their mother's breasts, were in some way 
unimaginably old. (137) 

The basis of the sense of distance, of age, is sllggested in the crash of 

lhe wave, whose memorial to the nameless dead obscures Saul's attempt ta 

identify (name) himself. Saul is, however, committed to the attempt to 

cross that cultural barrier, a crossing that requires, as he realizes, not 

only an understanding of the other but also a redefinition of the self. 

Harriet is not so ambitious, and her meeting with them is less of a 

challenge. Her smile is simply a function of her "unruffled surface," and 

the "masked smiles they gave her in return held a profound recognition" 

(137) • This recognition is a tacit acknowledgement of a who le cultural 

configuration, a world-view providing well-defined raies for the Harriets 

of the world and for its dispossessed. And once again they "extended 

lheir hands in the same slow eloquent manner . . which seemed to make of 
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them witnesses after ~ome fact," a fact that remains unspoken but wlw",> 

sublime power sounds loudly in the waves crashing in on the scpnp. 

The eloquence of the salutation is, perhaps, the ('nly pjoquP!1Cè' t Ill'Y 

demonstrate beyond the limits of their own community. The dislance t Il,lt 

separates them from the community of power expresses itsel[ a::, weIl ITl 

their lack of the power of speech. Voluble with their peers, lheir 

ability ta articulate is lost in the presence of others. The mosl POWp!-

fuI example of this aphasia, though by no means the only example, ocrul '; 

when Ferguson, a mill worker, resolves to speak ta the owner, Sir John 

Stokes, about the bad condition of the equipment. 

"Yes, l'm going to speak to the big man himself," he said, 
sobering, "even if I got ta have a few grogs ta do it. T'm 
going to step right up . . l'm not going ta bite my 
tangue. 
to tell 
words." 

You think l'm making any rasshole sport. l'm qninq 
him straight, just the way l'm telling you. Mark my 
(156) 

When that momentous occasion finally arises, he seems ready: 

more than ever resolved to speak to Sir John. " He har! 
taken a few drinks ta give him heart, and as he slaod wai1.ifl'j 
in aIl his lean tensile grace and authority on the platfotm 
above the two noisy wheels, his breath, his whole per~an, qav" 

off the faint redolence of rum. (219) 

The opportunity is everything he cou Id have hoped for. Sir John corn", ln 

look at the equipment, positioning himself close ta Ferguson and the roj-

lers in question. Ferguson stands, "waiting ta speak to h im." Alt hough 

"He had drawn himself up to his full tremulous height, and wilh his 

shoulders thrown back and his eyes fixed ahead, he looked like a soldier 

awaiting inspection" (221), Sir John remains unaware of him for sorne tlrnl! 

He is alerted eventually by the quality of tension emanating from 

Ferguson, and he looks up. 

Their eyes met and for a moment they quietly regarded cach 
other down the length of the railing, Sir John vaguely 
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puzzled, questioning, the little commanding 11ft to his head 
challenging Ferguson to speak, and Ferguson straining to do 
so, the veins and tendons that strung together his limbs 
standing out in a tangle beneath his sk1n in the effort. But 
no sound came. He stood silent. Behind his glasses his eyes 
were eloquent with the speech he was to have given, that he 
had rehearsed 50 often for Saul's ::. ~"fit, but his lips were 
as if sewn together. His long pliant body that moved with 
such passion when h ' declaimed upon Cuffee Ned in the rumshop 
at night seemed a thing of stone, a dumb effigy of himself. 
(221-22) 

When Sir John final1y takes the initiative and asks Ferguson how he is, 

the moment is broken. 

Ferguson, sounding unlikp himself, answered, the Nords issuing 
in a rapid breathless burst from his constricted throat, "Fine 
sir, thank you sir." His eyes. . had f led Sir John' s by 
now and were fixed on the murky gloom above his head. (222) 

The encounter is completed by Sir John's admission that although Ferguson 

is n'one of the oldest hands in the place,'" he 1S never able to remember 

lhe man's name. 

Although within their own community they are vocal and articulate, 

the bloc~age of sp~ech, the aphasia that occurs when they confront those 

in power, is emblematic of the general discursive situation of the 

I30urnehills community. The great exception is, of course, Merle, who 

speaks endlessly. She acts frequently as a spokesperson for those less 

articulate than herself, and her logorrhea contrasts sharply with the gen-

eral aphasia of the oppressed people. 12 Her speech is, however, not 

really heard, makes little or no impression on those in positions of 

power. She artieulates, in her own way, the history that is the legacyof 

the islanders, and her suffering ("wide enough to include an entire his-

tory" (68» is acknowledged by aIl. Yet she is not really heard. Lyle 

17 Peter Nazareth writes that "Merle, indeed, is the voiee of a 
voiceless people" (120). 



Hutson, one of the local elite, attempts ta pass off hf'l dL11 rd,., <1"')'\-

humoredly as the "customary tongue-lashing" (66). l'ut d:> tilt' "fl,)w ,'1 

words continued unchecked, the voice rushlng pell-mell down t Il!' 

precipl.tous slope toward its own destruction" (66), one 'let:, .\ :,,'11:'" ,,1 

the serl.ousness of her speech 

At one climactic moment when the mill i s closed, t hreclt ,'n i nq l " 

destroy what little economic independence the people have, her lélngudq,· 

reaches its highest. pitch as she tries to confront the mil! bns!,. III' ,l, .. > 

not respond, does not even come to the door ta acknowledge hel pre:iPI1("I', 

so that 

in the face of the unassailable silence of the housC', Ihl' 

abuse she heaped on him sounded hollow, ineffectual, 0V('1l 

pathetic. As quickly as the curses rose they fell. Tito';,! 
outside could almost see them falling like downed blrd" 
through the air. She, too, l'1Ust have finally redl ized th.· 
futility of her harangue because her voice sudden 1 y CCd!)Pc! 

And as quickly the off-se ... son silence returned. She mi'lllt Illd 

have spoken. (387) 

In a variation on the aphasia suffered by Ferguson, Merle .,peak" bui h'>l 

voice is not heard. 

Her problem is that she has allowed herself to rema in open t () 1 Is.· 

horror of history, continues to think about it, to feel it, an<i tn :lppdY 

of it. As Saul realizes, 

it didn' t appear that she could help herself. She miqht hdV" 

been condemned to tell the tale--and something in her oyes, d 

doomed, obsessed glint, did put him in mind of the old mar ill"r 
in the poem he had read as a boy. She, too, ml.ght have becrl 

witness to, victim of, some unspeakably inhuman act dnd be',n 
condemned to wander the world telling every stranger she m.-,\ 
about it. (89) 

The demand that is in her speech is a demand that her listeners break 

through the deafness that prevents them from responding equally tn the 

harror of history that animates her. 
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Saul, the anthropoloqist, is an obvious target. By profession he is 

ü/pected to be capable of the kind of cross-cultural understanding neces-

sary ta sucn empathy.ll And as a post-Holacaust Jew, he shares with her a 

sense at the horror of history. Initially he reslsts opening rimself to 

such an understanding, not disputing the horror but sensing the futility 

oi dwelling on it: 

He would have liked . to spare her the pain of saying aIl 
this, for he could see how that pain and outrage had laid 
waste to her face. He would have advised her, if he thought 
for a minute she would listen, that it was sometimes necessary 
to seal up the heart as he had do ne and live as best one could 
ln the midst of it aIl. (88) 

Unlike aIl the others who have preceded hlm, representing various develop-

mental agencies, Saul is gradually drawn in to the universe ot 

Bournehills, begins to understand how they see the world, their sense of 

history and their sense of possibility. When Ferguson is unable ta speak 

lo Sir John, Saul no longer sees the" sItuatIon from the insulated position 

of those in power, but from the position of the powerless, the colonized. 

Saul saw those sealed lips and stricken eyes--and had ta look 
away quickly. He felt the unspoken words choking Ferguson 
choking him. He felt the other's anguish and helplessness as 
intimately as if they were his own. (222) 

Saul's relationship with Harriet begins to break down as he grows 

closer ta Merle and begins to bridge that socio-historieal gap. Following 

the carnival, an event that momentarily inverts the social world, shedding 

13 The irony here ie that anthropology has not frequently enough, 
perhaps, entered into a real dialogue with the cultures under study, but 
acted instead as part of the western knowledge industry that has tao often 
been party ta the oppression of those cultures. See Fabian, Asad, or 
Cli fford. 
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ml.:-:h new light on the power relations that obtai n 0n 1 he 1:, LIIl<1, ,. ,;.1111 

flnds himself wlth Merle, drawn further into the wOlld nt rlO\lIIl,'llilh, 

wrll.le Harriet, frightened by the power unleashed in th( coulliv.! 1 

pageantry, seeks refuge ln the home uf Lyle Hutson, f'xprnpLH ,>1 t Ill' 

postcolonial bourgeolsie. This reallgnment, a qencral "hl ft ll1q III 

loyalties and allegiances, suggests the widenlng gap chvidlllq :;.!u! fl"111 

the center of power--CASR, and aIl it stands for 

ln this novel, "The individual agent, concentered in the 'ClIC!" (lf iiI.' 

tory,' is obligated to rediscover his or her own particuldl IL'\'ill(lll'il!q' 

to historical content, and rename, metaphorically speakinq, hl'I',,'!I (lI 

himself in the light of the discovery" (160). The startlng poillt ()I t'd' Il 

is clearly determined so that "The clash of cultures c1nrl III 'il nI 1 P', 1"11'1"1 > 

a specifie text, captured in the varying sentimental ,'dUCdt iOI1 (lI 1 Iii' 

ma j 0 r cha ra ete r s " (1 6 0) . 

No simple resolutlon or synthesis is, however, ohviou')-- Il''11 h"1 III 

the world of Marshall's novel nor in the political reallty Il 1"(>1,","111 > 

And indeed she makes no real effort to lmpose an imaginary ')Olilt lOri "Ill () 

this very real dilemma. Reflecting on the writing of lhlS !lrwe! d tl'W 

years later, she comments that 

After struggling for some time, l was finally abll.! ln rny 111"'.1 

recent novel to bring together what l consider lob .. t I\f' t W(, 

themes most central to my work: the importnnce nf 1 TII!Y ("111-

14 Although there is not space here for extended d i Sr:ll~lS 1 rHI, 1 Ii(' 
representation of carnival in this novel fits very weIl into the 
Bakht inian analysis of the social meaning of such event'3. wi th 1 l '-, 1 11 Ild 1 

re-enactment of the slave uprising of Cuffee Ned--complete wilh thp 
dramatized murder of the imperialists--this carnivalesque mom~nt ael'l 1 rH 

Saul as d catalyst for the defamiliarization of socio-hi'3lorical T(!alll '/ 
of the islanders. It is the moment of his 'conversion.' For Ha 1 r j"l, J t 

is perceived simply ae; a gross threat, producing not re-orientol irln Lill 

grave disori~ntatlon. 
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fronting the past, both in personal and historical terms, and 
the necessity of reversing the present order. (1973 110-11) 

vlhl1(' the f(,rJ11er themes are amp1y and complexly dramatized in the novel, 

1 hl' lrnf>.~tatJve reversaI remains unrealized in the novel, and indeed 

tJlII Cd 11 /ilble e.-:cept as social praxis. While the urgency of the irnperative 

l', llot in doubt in the novel, no means of realizing it is concretely 

drtiClllated Merle's decision to go to Africa seems only a very 

IH(~llmi ndry ">tep toward defining a new cultural identity from which such 

'wclal change might then be conceived. 15 "1 am not really talking so much 

dhoul an actual return, although it is couched in those terms, " Marshall 

hnS commented, 

1 don't know if that is really possible, or even necessary. 
The physical return . is a metaphor for the psychological 
and spiritual return back over hist0ry, which 1 am convinced 
Black people in this part of the world must undertake if we 
are to have a sel.ie of our total experience and to mold for 
ourselves a more \..,qthful identity. Moreover, 1 believe this 
exploration of the nast is vital in the work of constructing 
our future . [A]n oppressed people cannot overcome their 
oppressors and take control of their lives until they have a 
clear and truthful picture of aIl that has gone before, until 
they begin to use their history creatively. This knowledge of 
one's culture, one's history, serves as an ideological 
underpinning for the political, social and economic battles 
they must wage. It is the base upon which they must build. 
(1973 107) 

The demand for a "clear and truthful picture" of history resides 

uneasily, perhaps, with the injunction to use history creatively. Yet 

this IS of course the tension inherent in aIl narrative accounts of his-

tory. Marshall's solution brings out the tragedy of black history at the 

expense of whites (with the exception of Saul, whose Jewish heritage 

l~ Marshall at one time conceived this novel as part of a loose 
"t tilogy describing, in reverse, the slave trade' s triangular route back 
to tht:" motherland, the source" (1973 107). 
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exempts him), who are portrayed in a pointedly unsympathetlc n\dnIH'1 -- wh(, 

become, in fact, from this point of view, the Jarr}!1lJ Wlt T1(",:;L'~ nI l'L\('~ 

history and are dealt with in a similarly peremptoly fJ~hjon Ild 1 1 \,' 1 ' , 

suicide seems almost a fitting end for her, a complement ary tal,' 1 (l ! hdl 

of her first husband, a scientl.st whose hand she alwdys Îmdgln,'" 011 th,' 

button that will bring about the nuclear holocaust t hat compl!'! ,", ! h(' 

blind destructive whi'....e quest for power. Allen Fuso i3 likr~dhl .. "Il\lllqh, 

perhaps, but he is represented as lacking charactcr and seXUel 1 id"IlI 1 1 Y d , 

a result of his racial and cultural background. 1 Il l'1er le' <; 1 t' ,hi dn ('},-

lover in England seems almost pathologically perverse, Sir John dnd Ir l', 

minions on the island are thoroughly reprehensible, and 50 on 

There is, however, a difference between Marshall' s reduct Ion of III" 

complex humanity of her white characters and the similar (but ('(Jill rdl y) 

reduction by white writers of black characters, and that di [["1 eIW'~ lid', 1 Il 

do wlth history and power, Marshall attributes her oriqinaJ und,,!,;! dllcllfllj 

of narrative to hearing her mother and her friends, aJalds and cl"dfl\~r', ICII 

wealthy New Yorkers, telling stories of their experiences in t hr> t Inl' 

houses of the rich during the Depression. Those conversation;" ';hf~ 

writes, "were highly functional, therapeutic . , it was thel r way ! (J 

exorcise the day's humiliations and restore them to themsûlvûs." 

The people they worked for were usually the first thlnq t" 

come unr":er the whiplash of their tongues. For h01lrs dt a 
stretch they would subject their employers to an acuty rlnd 

16 The suggestions of homophobia in the novel appear, perhd[l'" a" 
signs of Marshall's own untranscended orthodox cultural frame Holh Ifl 

the lesbian relationship from Merle's past and the scene with the hoy ddn

cer in Sugar's bar, homosexuality is used as a metaphor for cultlJral 
decadence. See also Spillers's discussion of this a3pecl of th0 nove] 
(172-74 n.6), or Mibsy Dehn Kubitschek's "Paule MarshJll's Women on 
Quest." 
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merci1ess ana1ysis. .. But this has long been a standard 
phenomenon in Black-white ~elations in America. The oppressed 
has to know the enemy--his survival depends on it. While the 
oppressor, to defend against his guilt, usually cho0ses not to 
know us . . . . l never saw any of these women they spoke of-
and had no wish to; it was bad enolJgl1 that l was forced to 
wear their children 's cast off clothes. . yet my mother and 
her friends made them v .... sible to me with their deft and often 
devastating descriptions. (1973 98) 

1'he caricatures that the black women created of th'3 whites, they created 

as a means of self-defense, a way of working through their oppression, a 

survival strategy. The white caricature of the blacks that arose out of a 

similar situation appears as a reduction of black humanity as a way of 

avoiding guilt over their role in oppressing the blacks. Thus the 

privileging of one point of view over another can mean different things at 

different tirnes, depending on Lhe particular set of social relations 

involv8d--a fact which formalist analysis of narrative might overlook. 

"As l see it," writes Marshall, "the person we are talking about, 

the Negro woman, has been until recent times almost non-existent in the 

prose literature of the country" (1974 33). After citing examples from 

Stein and Faulkner to demonstrate her point that "she [the black woman] is 

denied the complexities, the contradictions, the ambiguities that make for 

a truly rich and credible character in fiction," Marshall asserts that 

The purpose, the intent, was to deny the Negro woman her 
humanity. For if she was less than human all sorts of crimes 
could be committed against her and go unpunished. She could 
be exploiLed in the fields and kitchens, her body freely used, 
her chl1dren taken from her, her men castrated before her 
eyes, and yet in the mlnd of white America this abuse, this 
outrage, was somehow not serious, was in fact, justified. 
(34-35 ) 

The assertion and affirmation of shared humanity is one task of black 

womer. writers, attainable through the development and articulation of a 

complex point of view that could no longer be ignored by "the mind of 
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white America." In The Chosen Place, The Tirnuless People, historlCêll Vl," 

timization appears as a crime, exploitation appears as a hislof ical fart 

and not as the result of natural causes The sense of abuse dnd oul r<HJ" 

that Merle cannot contain--that demands r~sponse--constitules t1arshall':-; 

attempt to impress these facts and this point of view in an undeniable Wdy 

on the mind of America. 

In Gloria Naylor' s Linden Hi~ls (1985), Willa Prescott Necieed hd!, 

been displaced from her comfortable middl.e-class black lifeslyle and 

locked, along with her child, in a dungeon-like cellar. Ttd s has been 

done ta her by her husband, who unjustly suspects hAr of bearing another 

man' s child and thereby disrupting his sense of genealogical conlinuiLy 

and (literai) legitimacy. Her escape from this imprisonment, a rising up 

(or uprising) which occurs as the culmination of her search for an in(ü.!

pendent identity, can take place only after she puls into quest Ion a 

social role as bourgeois wife and mother which she had once dccepled d S 

natural. This questioning, an act of historical research a'l weIl dS 

pc'.itical critique, sheds light on the way in which black women have been 

doubly oppressed: by the politics of race which has oppressed a 11 blacks, 

and by the politics of gender which has placed many women in a relat ion

ship of dependency on males. Legitimdtion and authority, then, appea r 

doubly inaccessible to her. The result of this defamiliarizat i on, th i s 

newfound sense of her own historical continuity, is the symbolic death of 

her previous identity, followed by her actual death. 

While a sense of historical community might be located more commonly 

in the legacy passed from mother to daughter, here that legacy i-; dis-
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placed so that the true understanding of her literai and symbolic 

imprisonment in her role as Mrs. Nedeed (as even her husband refers to 

her) cornes from the Mrs. Nedeeds who came before. In this form of 

paLrJarchal relations, as Naylor represents it, identity is passed not 

f rom mothe r to daughter, but from mother-in-law to daughter-in-law. 

LegiLimacy is seen then as something possessed by males, something that a 

womJn can attain only through a relationship with a man who possesses it. 

Legllimacy is not something that women can possess independently of men, 

either iTldividually or as a group. 

During the initial period of her impr~sonment in the basement, her 

sense of powerlessness as a victim seems overwhelming. Furthermore, her 

suffering as a black woman--even as a relatively wealthy one--seems not to 

leave a mark on histo:ty. Her sense of the injustice of the crime being 

perpetrated against her is gradually compounded by her sense that an 

equally great injustice is being committed in that her testimony--and that 

of her predecessors--is given no credence, has in fact no hearers. As her 

sense of imminent death gathers, she reflects that there will be no wit-

ness Lo narrate her story, none to art iculate the shared history of 

oppre5sic. n that she has discovered: 

She would leave it aIl very soon, but there shouid be somebody 
to pit y this. And there would be no one. Their bodies would 
be carried away, dumped somewhere, and left unmourned because 
no one would know. But didn' t she know? (91) 

The sense of aphasia suggested in thi ~ passage, the sense that the history 

of bldck women has been unrecorded, tr.eir sufferillgs unmourned, is per-

vasive in the literature they have produced. In Lyotard' s use of the 

phrase, this deniai to the victim of the means to testify constitutes a 

wrong: 



This is wha t a wrong [t ort:) wou ld be' '1 damage [dc 1I1unagt> 1 
accompanied by the 10ss of the means la prove tht:> damage. 

.' 1 q 

This is the case if the viclim is deprived of lifl', 0r ot <l11 
his or her libert ies, or of the f reedom ta makc hi SOt' hCl 

ideas or op.l.nions public, or simply of Lhe tight t () LestHy 1 () 

the damage, or even more sirnply if the lt)stifY1ng phrase i:i 
itself deprived of authar.l.ly .. In aU of lh('se case'l, 1 () 

the privation constituted hy lhe ddmage lhere lS elddcd lhe 
impossibi1ityof bringing il Lo the knawledge of oLhers, illl!! 

in particular ta the knawledge of n Lribunal. (1988 5) 

Naylor' s almast-Benjaminian sense of the histodographical vul nerahi 1 i Ly 

of the dead17 leads finally, as the last line of the quotdt ion sugge~L<i, 

to the first trace of willa' s creation of a new idcntiLy, ta n willinqlll'"'' 

ta impose her presence on the historical z.ecord. Before thal celn he 

accomplished however she must confront the legacy of her dead predeces-

sors, women for whom there has been no one ta pity--until she is tarced 

to. 

Like many bdsements and attics, hers contains the old tarnily hel r-

looms and keepsakes, objects bearing in them the records of [ami l y hi :l-

tory. When Willa learns to see them as evi dence, however, a rr!rnd rkdble 

history begins to unfold. While looking for sorne materiill in which tr) 

wrap the body of her son, she finds yards of lace--ironically, an anllCju(! 

bridai veil worn oy the first Mrs. Nedeed--wound around an old hible, 

dated 1837 and inscribed with the name Luwana packerville. The terminatlo[J 

of Willa' s forward genealogical tra jectory, consL i l uu~d by hcr impri son-

ment and the death of her young son, thus coincides with her discovery of 

another linkage, one that links her instead to the family past A ~)(!nse 

17 Benjamin writes that "Only that historian will havE' the gifl of 
fanning the spark of hope in the past wha is firmly convinced that cven 
the dead will no\.. be safe from the enemy if he wins. And lhis enemy ha', 
not ceased to be victorious" (255). 
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of hlstOrlcal continuiLj begins ta develop as she covers the boy' s body 

wiLh the old lace. 

Yes, you looked like your grandmother. And the mother before 
that. And the mother before that. Oh, my baby, what have l 
done ta you? With horror she saw the answers forming through 
image afLer image strung out by white hot links webbing them
selves among the crevices in her brain. Her hand clawed 
around the Bible and she burled her he ad deeper into the lace
covered body, but it was to late to block them out. (93-94) 

'l'he presence of the antique lace and the old family bible--a traditional 

repository of the chronicle of family histories--signals that the answer 

Lo this apparently personal question will only be found in historical 

enlightcnment. The first Mrs. Nedeed, Willa learns, was removed from a 

condition of literaI slavery in order to become the wife of Luther Nedeed, 

who had bought her from her master. The documents that Willa reads permit 

her ta reconstruct the woman' s gradual realizat lon that she has really 

exchanged one form of slavery for another, that her non-person status as a 

slave i5, ta sorne degree, left unaltered in her transformation to Mrs. 

Nedeed. Willa finds traces of her own experience in the diary entries 

written in Luwana Packerville's bible and in the records left by sub-

sequent Mrs. Nedeeds: in the desperate story that is revealed in the 

recipes left by Evelyn Creton, and in the photograph album left by Pris-

cilla McGui re. The story of each of the former Mrs. Nedeeds is the story 

of an erosion of personal identity. l'he loss of name (identity) that is 

sometimes an aspect of marriage, for instance, figures in the novel as an 

element in the dissolution of the subject ivity of the women as they are 

leduced ta a series of 'Mrs. Nedeeds' and driven mad. 18 

18 Margaret Homans writes that in Linden Hills, "slavery multiplies 
the condition of the wlfe: the novel suggests that what whites do to 
blacks, (sorne) black men have done to black women" (378). Furthermore, 
"most of the documents Willa discovers in the basement are a record simply 
of effacement and suffering" (379). 
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As Priscilla McGuire gradually loses her: identlly <lnd int"<Jl it y d', d 

woman and becomes instead a funct lon of her: hushand':, (,nid son",) 

identity, her: face begins ta disappear: f rom the phol(\<]rclphs. lit fi rst i t 

seems more and more that she is photographed in the qhad.ows, but f j Tli111 Y 

her face appears utterly without features, "a beige hlur" bpLwecn Lhe 

shadows cast by the two grown men [husband and son] on eilch sidt' ot he) 

The entire face, the size of a large thumbprint, had been removt>d. 'l'hi-; 

had been done on purpose." Then, "Over and over:, page after: paqt', thp 

smeared hole gaped out into the dim light . She came ta the last 

photograph. And scrawled dcross the empt y hale j n li lac-colorr>d i nk Wd', 

the ward me" (249). 

Like willa' s reaction to the traces of the carl ier Mrs. Neededs, 

Luwana and Evelyn, her first reaction to this progressive sel f-effacern<'nt 

is horror. But this horror is transformed into the elements of d sens(~ ot 

historical community, the recognition of a shared pattern of (forced) 

self-annihilation crossing over severa l generat ions of married 1 i te. "/ 

knew you would come," the missing face seems ta say to her-, "and l'm sa 

pleased" (249). While the ultimate fate of the other MIS. Nedeeds 1'3 

unclear, Willa i5 able, in a sense, finally ta reassert her own ident ily 

as a result of her comprehension of the systematic oppression of her 

predecessors. Her response to the m3ssing fJce of the photoqraph is ta 

try to locate her own face, first by touching it, then by seeking her 

reflection in a pot of water. "No doubt "Cemained--she was there" (26B). 

This understanding, reached through a historical confrontation as well a~ 

a personal objective crisis leads her to a new pr;rspect ive on her lite, 



and a new basis for action. "Now that she had actually seen and accepted 

rcaUty . For whatever it was worth, she cou Id rebuild" (268). 

An interesting juxtaposition exists in the main plot of thR novel, 

cl'> vlillie and Lester, two young men who have just witnessed a woman' s 

3uicide, encounter Dr. Braithwaite, a renowned history professor whose 

~pecialily is black American history. While Willa's understanding of his-

tory leads her to "rebuild," Braithwaite' s leads to a social and polj tical 

paralysis. In a restatement of the loss of identity to which Willa has 

been subjected, Braithwaite responds to the suicide by saying "'the 

authorities are going ta have ta locate her husband. This will be a 

crushing blow for Howard l would ha te to be in his shoes when he 

finds out. Of aIl people, for it to be his wife . His wife'" (252). 

To this elision of the wife's identity, Willie replies "'Her name was 

Ldurel'" The historiographie implications in this brlef interchange are 

amplified in the rest of the scene. Braithwaite, a world authority in his 

field, considered for the Nobel Prize, appropriates history rather dif-

ferently than does Willa. From his position of academic distance and 

social privilege, he feels removed from any personal historical 

rcsponsibility as a historical agent. Just as Willa begins to understand 

her identity and realize her position and responsibilities in history, 

Braithwaite refuses his: 

'l'm talking about not being able to stop the course of human 
history, a collective history or an individual one. You can 
delay the Inevitable, set up roadblocks and detours if you 
will, but that personal tragedy today was just a minute part 
of a greater tragedy that has afflicted this community for 
decades.' (257) 

His passive acceptance of history as destiny is complicated by his atti-

tude toward historiography, a position that seems to combine a pseudo-
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objective stance expressed in a reLcrence to photogrdph le rVd 1 1 ~,I1I, <Inti 

fairly shallow sort of relativism: 

'Was slavery wrong? It would depend on who Vou I-IL'lt' t,11\..ill'1 

to and when .. There are no absolut\, t rut ho;, dfld 1 Ill' l" ",1 

historians know that. You strlve tü capIUrL'.l m0[[1,'[\1 "f t lm", 

and if your work is do ne properly, histol y heCOTnl'S d \-11111 .'lI 

photograph. Put your subject too much ill the <',hdd(~, t (l(1 m!wh 

in the light, dare to have even a tlnqernail t nuch t Il,, lVTI<, "1 

any evidence of your personal presence, and Vnu' VI.' 1 nv,ll id,1I l'.) 
it. (261) 

Braithwaite' s blind spot becomes evident in his occlu'iinn nf t hl' Vlcl 11II 

from the suicide, in his obvious and inevitable intru:ilon into hi" Ill',-

toriographical narratives, and most of aIl perhaps in his rdl!)l'nrl", ln 

photographs--the medium through which Willa is meanwh il e eonf 1 ont 1 nq IlI'i-

tory in the persan of Priscilla McGuire whose photogrdphic (noll) irnclq(> 1'11'-

sents an implicit critique of Braithwaite' s pseudo-oh Joell vit V < l') 'l'h.< 

history confronted bath by Willa and by Willie is prof nundl y d f f ''l't l'd I>y 

the occlusion of black women not only by white societ y buL cll'w hy l> 1 dck 

men such as Braithwaite (who is benignly patriarchal) dnd h0r hl1',tldlld, 

Luther Nedeed (who is not so benign) . 

As the similarity in their names suggests)(J, thcre i', dl! a f fIn 11 V 

between Willa and Willie, one basad on the assumption of historieal 

responsibility through the exercise of the will. At lhe mllrnrml t hd! Wll-

19 Catherine C. Ward contrasts Willa and Braithwaitc a~ hl~lorl~ns, 
finding the latter "irresponsible." willa's historieal quesl, however, 
"implies that the history of women is not found in books and official 
archives but. . in the mundane records of women' s daily 1 ives" (17-/B) 

20 In many ways, Willie and Willa move in paralle] di rectlon:" hoUl 

learning to assert their will as a result of their experience~ in the 
novel. While willie's exploration has been into the geographJcal (syn
chronie) Linden Hills, Wil1a's has been into the historieal (diRchroni,) 
dimennsion of it. Although willa dies, willie lives on having l(~drn(!rj 

something of the lesson she exemplifies. 
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lle lS falling ta sleep with the opening lines of a poem in his mind, 

("'Therc is a man in a hou se at the bottom of the hill. And his wife has 

110 name'" (277», that woman is trying ta reconstruct her identity. 

Wllla's inarticulately lamenting voice has been heard but not recognized 

in the neighborhood for days at this point. "The cry," writes ward, "is 

t he lamentation of generations of women whose existence has been denied" 

(79) • It constitutes a kind of inarticulate testimony (like that, per-

haps, of Jim Bond), a "plea for lost time" (60). 

At the moment of re-establishing her identity, naming herself anew, 

she is able to transform her testimony from a cry of lamentation into 

articulate speech and thought and rational (within its context) action. 

~Her name was willa Prescott Nedeed. After thinking about it for hours, 

she knew she was safe starting from there" (277). At this moment, she 

claims an identity. Furthermore, as her name suggests, unlike Braith-

waite, she realizes the importance of personal will in history, and the 

necessity of realizing and asserting her individua1ity as a woman. She 

also begins to understand the degree ta which she has acceded to her eli-

sion from the narrative, and the consequent need for her to will a change 

if she is to rise up, to escape from her imprisonment. 

Upstairs, she had left an identity that was rightfully hers, 
that she had worked hard to achieve. Many women wou1dn't have 
chosen it, but she did . . . . She was sitting there now, 
filthy, c01d, and hungry, because she, wi11a Prescott Nedeed, 
had walked down twe1ve concrete steps. And since that was the 
truth--the pure, irreducible truth--whenever she was good and 
ready, she could wa1k back up. (280) 

The new sense of purpose that she has developed, however, ~s not connected 

to a rejectivn of her role as a housewife, but to a rejection of any 

identity that is unthinkingly accepted. Her emergence from the basement 

at Christmas, fi1thy and emaciated, bearing the body of her son, cul-
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minates in the destruction by fire of the house and i t~ inhdblt allt 'l, lIq-

gesting the destruction of the bourgeoi'3 palriarchal sLructull.' th,ll hd,! 

imprisoned her. Even with the partlal entry of blacks int 0 heC)l'n!nllil' 

power, Linden Hills suggests that this structure continues flPqtlt'lllly t l' 

exclude women, to erode the traditional sources of strength in bldck cul-

ture, and to dehumanize all who accept its values. 

Only through the horror of her imprisonment and lhe dedth of h"l :1011 

is she brought to the point where she can conceive of a legitimalp hl',-

torical narrative built from her perspective as a black waman, cl nan dt IVI' 

whose urgency and validity eclipses the pseudo-objectivity of Rra i rhwd 1 t l' 

And only once she has constructed a coherent narrative from this point (lI 

view can she establish a clear understanding of what she must do in t hl' 

present. Being beyond the limits of what is reasonable accore i nq t () t li" 

pre J'ailing sens us communis, the ex-centric coherence she discover'i ,lpf"',ll', 

inevitably as madness, one of the standard categories by which jeIrr i nq 

witness have been disqualified. 

In Gayle Jones' Corregidora (1975), one character tells how hi~ 

father, a blacksmith, had put every cent he could save into the purcho:,,' 

of a small plot of land" 'so the generations after him would a lway'> hdVI! 

land to live on'" (78). When, after his death, his widow attempls l0 

claim the land at the courthouse the deed is missing, a hi stad ca l d0CII-

ment torn from the book. The son has no choice but to accept this leqd 1 

disinheritance since "'they ain' t nothing you can do when they tear Uv' 

-, pages out of the book and they ain't no record of it. They prabably 

burned the pages'" (78). By this account, blacks, as a group, are a] j'JwI,rj 
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no Jegiljrnal ',; clairn ta ownership that cannot be rescinded at the whim of 

the whites in power.?! The wornen whose history forms the central narra-

Uve of Corrcgidora are obsessed w~th the historiographie implications of 

the dbility of those in power retroactively and selectively to edit the 

historical record. 

Unl~ke Linden Hills which establishes a historical 1ine of deseent from 

mothers-in-law to daughters-~n-Iaw, Corrigedora traces a line of matriar-

chal descent over four generations of women. The bond that joins these 

women is forged in response ta historical and historiographie injustices 

typified by the means used by white authorities to the seize land belong-

ing to blacks: "'My grandmama,'" says Ursa, "'said when they did away with 

slavery down there they burned aIl the slavery papers 50 it would be like 

lhey never had it'" (9). In arder ta keep this historieal record alive, 

'My great-grandmama told my granctmama the part she lived 
through that my grahdmama didn 't live through and my grandmarna 
told rny marna what they both lived through and rny marna told me 
what they aIl lived through and we were suppose to pass it 
down like that from generation to generation so we'~ never 
forget. Even though they'd burned everything to play like it 
didn't oever happen. 

This is their collective strategy ta avoid the Lyotardian predieament 

described in Linden Hills whereby there is no one to remember what hap-

pened, no one to pit Y the victims. In fact their main purpose in life 

seems to be to preserve this memory-- even the bearing of children is jus-

tified with reference ta passing the memory through generations. Having 

been beaten by her husband, Ursa becomes sterile, unable te continue bear-

ing the generations that can preserve the memories of histerical 

21 A similar event is depicted in Morrison' s Song of Solomon, when 
Jake i5 murdered by powerful white5 for land that i5 lega11y his. 
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.' brutality. But the story of Ursa' s brutalizéllion lS Illt l'I Wl'Vl'!. I~I t li 1 h,' 

historical accounts of the brutalization of her predPI "~";"I " l,v 1",'1 ~11l<l 

through this collectivè memory, and her relat im. lo 11 d'; .! 1~1'111.t11 l"li'1 1 0111-

not bear children, Ursa cornes to lerms with her pr('~it'liI ',itUdl Il'11, llllhli l, 

Naylor' s Willa had to work through the accumulatpti P,l'.! "r liI'l 1'1 ,·d",.',· 

sors in order to come to terms with hl s 

The great-grandmother, with the five-year-old lIl"l ln 1H'1 Idl', "1,,],1 

the same story over and over." She tells of 11er li [0 ,1!; ,1 :; 1 .IV" t (\ ('(11-

regidora, a 

Portuguese seaman turned plantation owner (who] t(lpk hpr ,lllr 

of the fièld when she was still a child and put 11er lu W(11k If! 

his whorehouse while she was a child . 'Ile woul ci 1 dk" III" 

hisselF first and said he was breaking me in. 'l'11f'TI tH' ';Idrr (><1 

bringing other men and they would gi ve me mon"y and l h,J(1 1 n 

give it over to him' (l0-11)/2 

If these women do not preserve this history, certalnJy no on" ,'1:;,' will. 

And while Ursa is unsure how ta respond to it, she is ln no dnul,t <lI 1 Il,· 

intensity of the sense of dut Y bequeathed to her by prpcedinq Cj<'III'ldl 1/)11', 

When, at five, she questions the trutl1 of the story, she 1:0 <,Llpp"iI in 

order to put such doubts to rest and told that her mis:>ion l fi 1 i j" J', 1 () 

remember: 

\ Because they didn 't want ta lEJave no evidence of Whd t 1 !Jroy 
done--so it couldn't be held against them. And l'm lei/vine; 

evidence. And yau gat ta leave evidence too. And your dll 1-

dzen qot ta leave evidence. And when it come t imc ta holrl up 

the evidence, we qat to have evidence ta hold up. Thal ". I\'hy 

22 Eugene Genovese mentions Portugese slaveowners in Bra7.i 1 dS dn 

extreme example of the sexual exploitation that was cornmon t0 " l i-lvrory 
(423-25) . 
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they burned all the papers, so there wouldn't be no evidence 
ta hold up against them.' (14) 23 

'l'hl:; irnplied teleology l'lere 3uggest s an end point at which aIl the 

l ,(JIl! sand wrongs of h1.story will be reckoned, a point analogous to the 

Il lllend ldn moment of post-diaspora reunification alluded ta ln Marshall' s 

'J'iJo Chosen Place, The Timeless People, the moment implicit in Walsh and 

.···plicit in Benjamin at which the past becomes "citable in all its 

Illslances." The role inherited by Ursa is that of continuing the gener-

dl ions unliJ this apocalyptic moment of judgment and final justice, since, 

il', her grandmother tells her, "'They can burn papers but they can't burn 

conscious, Ursa. And that's what makes the evidence. And that's what 

makes the verdict'" (22). If it cornes, it will be a verdict that will 

recU fy all the "Days that were pages of hysteria." In fact, "Their sur-

vlval depended on suppressed hysteria" (59) as Corregidora incestuously 

fdlhers children in subsequent generations even while living off the 

prostitution he forces them into. 

The most graphie incident narrated concerns a couple on an adjacent 

cü[fee plantation, and suggests the destructive effect of slavery on sex-

uai relationships between blacks, as black women--married or not--were 

expecled to be sexually available to any white man. The sexual violence 

23 Regarding the status of evidence concerning the murder of a black 
waman, treatment which registers the social position of black women, one 
charactet says: 

'she wasn't nothing but a nigger woman ta the police. You 
know they ain't gon take they time to find out nothing about a 
nigger woman " . as soon as you leave, they say, "Herp put 
it in the nigger file." That mean they get to it if they can. 
And most times they can't. Naw, they don't say put it in the 
nigger file, they say put it in the nigger woman file, which 
means they ain' t gon never get to it.' (134) 
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contained in this brief episode becomes an integra1 pellt "t thl' !lOVt'1'., 

thematic structure. 

'The master shipped her husband out of bec! anri (T(ll Iii t tn' [,,'d 

wi th her and just as soon as he was qeL t j n,{ ready 10 tl" in lit! 
she eut off his thing with a razor she had hzd und"l 1 [It.' E'l 1-

low and he bled to death, and then the ne.'.t day th,,}' (',HlII' dlid 

got her and her husband. They eut off her hushand' s p(>nl" ,Hld 

stuffed i t in her mouth, and then they han!]cri her. 'J'h, T 1 ('1 

him bleed to death. They made her watch ,1nd 1 hen t IJ,'V h,lnql'd 

her.' (67) 

The erushing of black resistance in this narrative suqq,.'st'O lh" l'oWl>r dnl! 

ruthlessness of the dominant white group who imposed ami en!oTcl'<! [i1dvpry, 

sexual and otherwise. In fact, blacks we re not often in cl IH)', J t i ()n t (1 

resist this brutal dehumanization activeIy, and as JonlJs show", t 11l' <11',-

junction between what they felt and how they cou Id act L11 t irnilt,~ 1 y ,1Ild 

inevitably affects their relationships, with ramif icat lons rf.:dch i nq dl1wll 

to the present. The sense of possession moves back Lhrough ltl',tory III Ilt-i 

mother' s story "about the Portuguese who fingered your qen i Lals Il i::; 

pussy. 'The Portuguese who bought slaves paid attentjon only tn th!> IT,>1l1-

tais.' Slapped you across the cunt till it was bluer than hldck. ('n,,-

cubine daughter" (54). And aga in in the warning Corregidoril (l<.:livpr'" U'[ 

don't wont nothin black fucking with my pussy'" (127). 

This is the history that is passed down in Ursa's family, f Jom 

mother to daughter, from grand- and great-grandrnother t 0 ciaughtl'l And 

there is a related injunction passed down. Not only must hi ')Lor lCr11 f~vpnt [, 

be remembered, but even more difficult perhaps, the ideolagical dfter-

effects of that history must be faced and dealt with. Ulsa", TTlCJthf!r tr!ll-_ 

her: 

'They burned all the documents, Ursa, but they didn' t rJUrn 

what they put in their minds. We qot ta burn out, what rhey 

put in our minds, like you burn out a wound. Exr:eJJt w(-, qot Il) 

keep what we need to bear witness. That scar that:", loft tn 
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bear witness. We got to keep it as visible as our blood.' 
(72) 

What has !Jeen put in their minds is the memory of the violence committed 

~gainsL lhem as blacks, as women. It carries over as a residue from the 

:3]av~ era when male-female relationships and family relationships were 

subjecL to the disruptions brought on by the slaveowners who asserted a 

right ta sexual possession of black women (or sale of their husbands and 

childron) .?~ These patterns have been put into their minds and continue 

to oporate even in the absence of the white owner who instigated the 

destructive behavior. As Vrsa tells Mutt, "'Didn't l tell you you taught 

me what Corregidora taught Great Gram. He taught her to use the kind of 

words shc did,'" words like .. 'You fucking me, bastard'" (76). The sense 

of degradation belied by these words exemplifies the legacy of gender 

relations inherited by Vrsa's generation. It is this self-àestructive 

attjtude internalized from the centuries of slavery that structures Vrsa's 

relationships w1th men, and, of course, lies behind the brutality of black 

men to women in this novel. The disruption of normal sexual relationships 

enforced by the slaveowner tends to lend a violent urgency to black male 

possessiveness even generations after. This legacy, as Jones represents 

it, leaves the men prone to sexual violence and the women unable to recon-

cile hate and desire, prone to an inability to respond sexually. The his-

tory of slavery is thus inscribed in their present behavior. Since the 

74 The other main form of disruption of the family and social fabric 
was the result of the practice of selling black chidren at an early age 
without regard for family relationships. This practice, one aspect of the 
diaspora, is described over and over in these novels. In Corregidora, 
when Vrsa questions the all-female make-up of her family over four gener
ations, her mother replies: "'I think there was some boys. l think they 
told. me there was some boys, but Corregidora sold the boys off'" (61). 
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violent sexual possession is repeated to sorne deqree in the relationM 

obtaining between black men and women of Ursa's generation, that sup-

pressed hysteria i5 repeated as weIl. Reflecting back on her- n:~lnt iOIl';hil' 

with Mutt, and its violent end, she remembers hlm 

Talking about his pussy. Asking me to let him see hic; pllSSy 
Let me feel my pussy. The center of a woman' s being. ls i t' 

. Is that the way you treat someone you love? ~v~n my 
clenched fists couldn't stop the fall. That old man 
[Corrigedoral still howln inside me. (48) 

And she bears a literaI scar where her husband'5 violence has led 10 cl 

hysterectomy. This is added to the list of historical injustices awail illq 

the time when testimony can be given, when the volces of black women Cclfl 

be heard. 

For U~sa, the bearing of children that has been an integrdl part 01 

the preparation for bearing witness becomes an impossibility. Her posi-

tion is thus greatly complicated by her inability to bear chi ldren, iHl 

inability that alters her place in the family's collective sense of the 

necessity of making generations who will continue to preserve the pdst 

until it can be heard as testimony. It is this rupture in the gener-

ational passage of the legacy that forces Ursa t_ reconslder her own pcr-

sonal position. Deprived even of the legitimacy that inheres in the 

preservation of the memory of slavery, she must rethink her relation ta 

that memory. 

In an interview, Jones stated that in writing Corregidora 

l was particularly concerned wlth getting across a sense of an 
intimate history, particularly a personal history, and to con
trast it with the broad, impersonal telling of the Corregidora 
story. Thus, one reason for Ursa's telling her story and her 
mother's story is to contrast them with the 'epic,' almost 
impersonal history of Corregidora. (Tate 92) 

The epic story that the older women tell carries a great moral weight in 

the novel, but the weight of the past is a double-edged sword. Whllc il 
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is pos~ible to locate a discourse of liberation in it, the obsessive 

attachment tu the past nevertheless leads to the inability of the charac-

tors ta rise above it in the present.)S Forced by her physical crisis to 

redefine her place in the generational responsibility of succession, she 

realizes that not only her great-grandmother and grandmother--slaves ta 

Corregidora--have histories. In order to understand the recent pdst that 

has been overwhelmed by the distant "epic" slave past, she decides to 

visit her mother, a woman who was not possessed by Corregidora, but whose 

life has been lived in his shadow. For this reason the mother is acutely 

aware of the necessity to understand what it has done to their minds and 

to burn it out while not losing sight of the history that produced them. 

She unde~stands this, but does not have enough distance on the legacy of 

the past to overcome its destructive effects. 

Her mother is not at aIl free of the epic past that has obsessed the 

Corregidora women. Although Ursa specifically asks to hear her mother's 

personal memories, the mother slips back periodically into the further 

past: 

2~Richard Barksdale writes that 

The historical roots of sexual conflict are clearly 
delineated. The novel asserts that the black woman's sexual 
slavery began with slavery--a time when the system granted 
every master and every white male overseer the unchallenged 
right to use and abuse every female slave on the plantation 
according to his fancy. (404) 

"So, over the years," he concludes, "there occurred a mirror-imaging 
exchange of power, and in his sexual relations with his Homen the black 
man replaced his former master" (407). Genovese points out that these 
"incidents of force or seduction under implicit threat of force must have 
taken a fearful toll. These women paid a high price .' for it was they 
who suffered the violence and the attendant degradation of being held 
responsible for their own victimization" (428). 



It was as if she had more than Jearned it oif by hcalt, 
though. It was as if their memory. the memory of <l11 th,- l'Ol
regidora women, was her memory tao, as stronq wit h Ill'r rI-_ hel 

own private memory, or almost as st rang _ (129) 

This possession by the past affects her ability ta respone! in LlH! pl. "'l'Ilt , 

to see her own life as having historical significance, prevents her t 1 \llll 

thinking about her own life in ways not provided for in the Corriqedpld 

epic narrative. Because she cannat free herself from the abaess Ion W 1 t li 

the tale of (white) male brutality, she experiences difficulty in tf':'Il()lld-

ing to the (black) man who does, for a while at least, offer her lnvp. 

This is the lesson Ursa begins to absorb as her mind goes from rca] "1 

imagined encounters with her ex-husband Mutt, to reci tations 01 the ('Pl C, 

to recalling the story of her mother' s failed attempt ta reach heyond the 

limits of that epic past to embrace a contingent present. 

Ursa finally realizes, as Keith Byermann writes, that "Keepinq dl iv,> 

the story of Corrigedora and blaming Mutt for her troubles reveal more 

than a des ire for justice; they also reveal evasion of one' s OWll 

responsibility" (178). Leaving her mother, Urs a wonders il "now t hdt M,Hlld 

had gotten it all out, her own memory--at least ta me anyway--mayhe !,h,~ 

and sorne man But then, I was thinking, what had I done about my OWfl 

life?" (132). The point here is not to deny the past, but to rind a 

balance that can integrate that pa st with the present, to rea 1 i 7e UII~ way 

that the hangover from the past reaches into the present to poison it a9 

well. Mutt, at one point, insists on a separation from the pasto 

'''Whichever way you look at it, we ain't them'" (151). The simpllcity of 

this separation is lost on Ursa, however, who thinks that "the way l' d 

been brought up, it was almost as if 1 was." She then steps back from 

Mutt and thereby from the present--a physical and emotional distance rlri~-
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irlg from their different perspectives (151). And in fact, Mutl' s violence 

loward her suggests that such a simple separation does not adequately 

rl'present their dilemma. 

The rethinking of history--both personal and family--that takes 

place after her physical injury,26 and after her visit to her mother, 

leads her ta try ta come ta terms with the degree to which she has pas-

sively allowed an epic history ta control her present reactions. Like her 

mother, Ursa has been unable to respond in the present, and the story of 

her relationship with MuLt and its failure becomes the subject of her 

memories in the final section of the novel. When she realizes this, she 

begins to re-interpret the meaning of the breakdown in her relationship in 

the light of her personal as well as her family or cultural history. This 

allows her ta conceive of her relationship with Mutt in more complex terms 

than those bequeathed to her by the Corregidora story by integrating the 

insights derived from that story into the sense of interpersonal 

responsibility she has learned from her mother's narrative. 

The penultimate section of the novel begins with a declaration of a 

new historical and personal perspective. "It was June 1969. 1 was fort y-

seven" (168) .27 When Mutt returns, she resumes her rE'lationship with him 

in a confrontation combining all the elements of love and hate, fear and 

26 Byermann notes that jU~L as the historical record can be altered, 
Mutt proves that bearing children as a form of bearing witness can be 
prevented as well, "destroy [ing) the truth itself by effacing the future" 
(178) 

27 This echoes Willa Nede~ct's similar pronouncement. Such declara
tians often occur in the se novels ~nd constitute assertions of identity 
and historical agency on the part of these women that attempt to counter 
the marginality that has been their c0ndition. 
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desire, past and present that have marked sexual relationships III th0 

novel. 

It was like l didn' t know how much was me and Mutt <1[1<.1 how 
much was Great Gram and Corregidora--like Marna when ~he had 
started talking like Great Gram. But was what Correg idora had 
done ta her, ta them, any worse than what Mutt had done to m0, 
than what we had do ne to each other, than what Marna had done 
to Daddy, or what he had done to her in return? (184) 

The result of this conf lat ion is that she realizes in this momenL of 

mutual vulnerability, first, that she tao has power: "'1 cou Id kJlI you," 

she realizes in what might otherwise be a moment of sexual submission dur-

ing fellatio. If the incident recounted earlier when the dead man's 

severed penis was put into his widow's mouth records a moment of degrada-

tian imposed by the dominance and brutality of a slave owner, it is up to 

Ursa and Mutt to throw off the degradation, to make their act of sexudi 

communion into an act of mutual L2nderness rather than to repeat it as an 

act of violence signifying a dominance/submission relationship. Cor-

rigedora is long dead; and their sexual relationship must escape from thp 

brutal definitions he had imposed upon it, must somehow recuperate a ':lensp 

of love and equality. Gradually the implications of this mutuaL vu]-

nerability become clear to bath of them. " '1 don' t want a kind of woman 

that hurt you,'" Mutt says in response to the violence of her statemenl. 

"He shook me till l fell against him crying. '1 don't want a kind of man 

that'll hurt me neither,' 1 said. He held me tight" (185). 

In the end she is able, very tentatively, to balance the hlstory 

that has had such a deleterious effect on them both--he violent and jea]-

ous, she unresponsive and withdrawn--with a sense of personal 

responsibility that accepts the situation and seeks whatever tenderness 

can be found. This resolution, partial though it is, emerges in Cor-
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regidora 0nly with the new understanding of black history, history not as 

it lS conceived by the dominant white community but also not as the epic 

(If black suffering whose unalterable shadow 100ms over every present act. 

Finally, the history of slavery appears as a powerful narrative that must 

Ile assimilated before it is possible to go on in the present, to 

understanrl its effects on present attitudes and how the more destructive 

e[fects might be tempered. The problem with the epic past of the Cor-

rigedora women is not that it is untrue, inaccurate, or need not be 

preserved, but that by itself it does not provide the categories by wnich 

ilS racisl and sexist brutality can be overcome, thus making life livable 

in the present. It only provides a witness, a narrative description. 

Unlil the millenarian verdict is pronounced, the testimony must be 

preserved, but in order to live in the present, the racist and sexist 

images that are its legacy must be confronted and overcome. As Ursa's 

mother realizes, "We qot to burn out what they put in our minds, like you 

burn out a wound" (72). 

Melvin Dixon writes that the word 'Corregidora,' comes from a 

Portuguese term meaning 'a former judicial magistrate.' If the slaveowner 

Corregidora once passed judgement on these women and sentenced them, then 

Ursa Corregidora, who still bears the name and lives out the legacy of the 

sentence, herself becomes a fernale judge who is 

charged by the women in her family to 'correct' the historical 
invisibility the y have suffered, 'to give evidence' of their 
abuse, and 'to make generations' as a defense against their 
further displacement and annihilation. .. Ursa must bring 
justice to bear upon [Corregidora's] past exploitation of 
blacks as slaves and women as whores and upon his haunting 
contamination of her present life. (110) 

The rupture that OCCUrs in Ursa's life enables her finally to use her his-

torical legacy as a tool with which to rethink the present on other terms 
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than those contained in the story of the past she inhet-its. Out flrsl the 

rupture must take place that enables her to possess the past raLller thdll 

being possessed by it. By itself, history i5 not enollgh ta sllsLll n, nnt 

even the vital history from the margins that the Corregidora womt'n keep 

alive. Becallse they seern to live only for that witness, they llitimatply 

remain captive to it--inde~d their continlled enslavement is registered ill 

the fact that tbey keep the name of the slaveowner for generat ions. Jt i '1 

Ursa's task to accept tbe contingent present, ta live in the absence ot 

faith in a final tribunal yet ta maintain her jarring testimony and use 

the past to develop a narrative sufficient ta sustain her in the present-

as an individual, and as a member of a specifie historical community. 

Octavia Butler is known primarily as a writer of science fictIon. 

Her -ovel Kindred (1979), while not belonging ta that genre, does disp) dy 

one element often associated with it--time travelo Dana, the main chdrdC-

ter, inexplicably finds herself thrust one hundred and fifty years ioto 

the past, and into antebellum Maryland from her native California. As d 

modern black woman suddenly transposed into a slave culture, she is [orced 

ta confront a historical reality quite remote from anything she has expe

rienced before. The temporal rupture not only distances her from her pre

sent (1976) reality, but has the effect of defamiliarizing bath the past, 

whose history she had thought she knew something about, and the present, 

which now cornes ta seem less 'natural' and more the result of social and 

historical processes. Butler herself has referred to the novel as "a grim 

fantasy" (xii) rather than as science fiction, perhaps because it dis

courages questions concerning the mechanics of the temporal and geographl-
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cal shjfts and concentrates instead on the emotional and intellectual 

proces')es of Dana--and to a 1esser degree, her white husband Kevin--as 

they come to terms with the cultural disorientation of the situation. 28 

ln an interesting variation on the narrative device employed much 

earlier by Harper and Hopkins, a free woman with whom the reader can, 

presumably, identify, is suddenly remanded into slavery so that the condi-

tion of slavery--as well as history itself--is defamiliarized and made 

more immediate. 'l'he literaI impingement of the past upon her present 

forces onto Dana a new sense of the reality of historical events. After 

her first brief sojourn into the past, she is shoc~ed and frightened but 

soon begins to lose the immediacy of the experience. "'I don't have a 

name for the thing that happened to me, but l don't feel safe any more,'" 

.stIe says, adding, "'As real as the whole episode was .. it's beginning 

to recede from me . . . like something l saw on television or read about--

like something l got second hand'" (J7). She does not at first understand 

what has happened, that she has been in the historical pasto But before 

the novel is through, the reality of that past comes to rival the present 

in its immediacy. And as she gradually realizes, the historical past was 

as real as the present--which is also historical, though perhaps less 

transparently so. While this observation may seem self-evident, the con-

tingent nature of all reality that is usually taken for granted as 

'normal' is one of the themes of this novel. 

28 Sandra Govan notes the historical accuracy of the novel: "Without 
turning to an actual slave narrative, there is probably no more vivid 
depiction of life on an Eastern Shore plantation than that ~ound in 
Kindred. The composite rende ring is as exact as detailed research could 
make it" (94). 
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Dana is transported into the past at moments of danger ta Rufus, 

the white son of the plantation owner, whose life she saves each time. In 

their first conversation, Rufus refer~ ta her casually as a "nigger" (24), 

a word that begins ta make clear a non-synchronicity that is not just his-

toric~l, but ideological as well. When Rufus mentions, without betraying 

a sense that the reality he refers to is in any way cruel or unusual, the 

whip that his father uses on "niggers and horses" (26), she begins to 

understand. As well, the shock that Rufus and his parents experience at 

Dana's way of dressing ("wearing pants like a man" (22)) registers the 

mutual incomprehension of these social groups. Countering th1s sense of 

alienation is a concurrent feeling of mutual attraction, of sameness that 

Dana cannat account for until she begins to understand, through recollec-

tions of genealogies absorbed as a child, that Rufus 1s her own ancestor. 

The complexity of their relationship stems from the fact that no matter 

how despicable he may sometimes seem, Dana knows that he must be helped to 

live at least long enough to father the chi Id that will become her for-

bear. The mother of that child, Alice, 15 a slave whose life is ruined by 

Rufus: his violence, jealousy and lust destroy any possibility for happi-

np.ss, love, or sense of black community she attempts to establish. Sorne 

kind of acceptance of this brutality must be reached, however, if Dana is 

to fulfill her historical role, enabling the present to come into being. 

It is indeed a role, in two senses. Her role as a historical agent 

enabling her own genealogy, if unconventional, is clear enough. Her role 

as an agent in a wider historical as well as personal sense is more 

arnbiguous however. Her initial incomprehension resolves into a bewildered 

acceptance of her peculiar circumstances, and a probing into the pos-

sibilities for concrete action, both on her own part and on the part of 
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other slaves for whom resistance of any kind i5 both a necessity and a 

near impossibility. "'1 hate to think of you playing the part of a slave 

at all,'" (79) says Kevin. By the end, the problem of the degree to which 

she is playing a part separate from her 'real' 1976 identity--a role in a 

theatrical sense--and the degree to which she is id~ntical to her his-

torical role--in the sense of historical agency--is problematic. The con-

fIat ion of these two positions begins early, as she realizes that purely 

out of self-interest, concern for self-preservation, she must begin an 

ideological campaign to change Rufus, "'to keep him from growing up into a 

red-haired version of his father'" (81). At this point she is attempting 

te intervene in history more than simply to ensure its seamless production 

of her present. 

A dialectical relation operates between, on the one hand, her 

ability to play the role convincingly for others, and on the other, a more 

essential identification with that role which threatens to overwhelm her 

present life. Very early in the novel this dialectical interplay of 

immediacy and distance is brought home as Dana witnesses a not-uncommon 

scene. A black man, visiting his wife without white authorization, is 

caught by white patrollers who break into their cabin, pull them naked 

from their bed, and tie the man to a tree, insulting the woman while 

preparing to whip the man. As the whipping proceeds, the man's initial 

stoicism gives .,Tay to screams of pain. "1 could literally smell his 

sweat," Dana says, 

hear every ragged breath, every cry, every cut of the whip. l 
could see his body jerking, convulsing, straining against the 
rope as his screaming went on and on. My stomach heaved, and 
l had to force myself to stay where l was and keep quiet 
. . . . l shut my eyes and tensed my muscles against an urge 
to vomit. ('36) 



Dana's response to this brutality is, of course, a sense of shock that i5 

registered viscerally as well as emotionally and intellectually. Her ini-

tial reference point, a modern reified one, is overcome by the immediacy 

of this scene: 

l had seen people beaten on television and in the movies. l 
had seen the too-red blood 3ubstitute streaked across their 
backs and heard the well-rehearsed screams. But l hadn't ld~n 
nearby and smelled their sweat or heard them pleading and 
praying, shamed before their families and themselves. l was 
probably less prepared for the reality than the child crying 
not far from me. (36) 

Because the violence is not within the realm of what is normal for her, 

the scene is more difficult to cope with for Dana than it is f~r the ch~ld 

whose parents are being brutalized. If the banality of the telev~sion 

lmages lS rejected, she does connect the scene to her present in two 

ways. First she realizes the identity of the group perpetrating these 

acts, "breaking in doors and beating and otherwise torturing black people" 

(37). These were mombers of the infamous 'patrols': "Groups of young 

whites who ostensibly maintained order among the slaves. Patrols. rore-

runners of the Ku Klux Klan." The second connection she makes across his-

tory is even more significant, as she realizes from the names she hears 

that these brutalized slaves "were my relat.ives, my ancestors" (37). The 

sense of relation here acts not only as a plot dev~ce but also a~ a meta-

phor in the sense alluded to earlier--the dispersal and recovery of the 

family suggesting the black diaspora and the hope of reunificat~on. And 

Dana's sense of spectatorship, still more or less unproblematic at this 

point, begins to assume the shape of a problem. If she becomes unable ta 

maintain her spectatorial distance as she has done here, now then is she 

to intervene in the historical past once the common sense of the situation 

in the antebellum south takes on the appearance of normal~tï? 
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When one of the patrollers returns, Dana's spectatorial distance is 

completely collapsed and her sense of relation confirmed as she is mis-

taken for the wife of the beaten man, then made a victim of an attempted 

rape. 29 The scene anticipates the final confrontation between Dana and 

Rufus, but while the coercion here is overt and physically violent, later 

it will be slightly more subtle. Initially surprised at her ability to 

take punishment as she is beaten, when the moment comes in which she could 

fight back, she cannot: 

He had leaned down close to me, pinning me fIat on my back. l 
raised my hands to his face, my fingers partly covering his 
eyes. In that instant, l knew I couid stop him, cripple him, 
in this primitive age destroy him . . . . I had only to move 
my fingers a little and jab them into the soft tissues, gouge 
away his sight and give him more agony than he was giving me. 
(42) 

But she cannat act: "The thought sickened me, froze my hands where they 

were. I had to do it! But I couldn't . . My squeamishness belonged 

in another age, but l'd brought it along with me." 

Later in the novel, however, after witnessing and suffering much 

brutality, her ability to respond alters. This relation of immediacy and 

distance, past and presenc, is mediated by the necessity of action, a 

necessity that connects, finally, both sides of the dialectic. "I began 

to realize," she says, 

why Kevin and l had fitted 50 easily into this time. We 
weren't really in. We were observers watching a show. We 
were watching history happen around us. And we were actors 

. we humored the people around us by pretending to be 
like them. But we were poor acters. .. We never fergot 
that we were acting. (98) 

29 While Dana cleaJy understands it as a rape attempt, the legal Or 

epistemologieal ramifications that Butler explores here beeome more eom
plex. The white patroller would not perhaps see it as rape sinee a black 
woman possessed no human rights. 
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This sense of separation diminishes first in her unsuccessful attempt to 

intervene in Rufus's ideological education, but even more sa in her deci-

sion ta teach Nigel, a slave ta read and write. The beating she receives 

when the owner discovers her teachinq makes it impossible ta maint~in the 

initial safe distance on the situation that guaranteed her orientation. 

"In a place like this," she wonders, "how =ould a woman be sure of any-

thing. And then there was history" (40). 

The defamiliarization that takes place alters not only her view of 

this historical pasto She begins to make other connections as weIl with 

her own century--the racism of Nazi Germany, or that of contemporary South 

Africa. The imperative for some sort of engagement in present politi-

cal/historical realities results from the historical encounteL. If what 

seems normal or taken for granted in the past to it3 inhabitants seems 

contingent and brutal ta a visitor from the present, presumably that same 

present could seem equally brutal and contingent, equally historical and 

ideological rather than natural or normal, to a visitor from the outside. 

And that i5, of course, what Dana and Kevin become by the end of their 

series of disorienting experiences in the antebellum south. Returning 

disoriented to their present, fully at home in neither historical period, 

their experiences in the past inform their reactions to the present but 

their commitment begins to be more to the past because of the greater 

periods of time spent there. "You might be able to go through this whole 

experience as an observer," she tells Kevin, 

l can understand that because most of the time, l'm still an 
observer. It's protection. It's nineteen seventy-six shield
ing and cushioning eighteen nineteen for me. But. now and then 
... l can't maintain the distance. l'm drawn aIl the way 
into eighteen nineteen, and l don't know what to do. l ought 
to be doing something though. l know t ha t. (101) 
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Before tao long, Kevin becomes active in the anti-slavery movement and in 

helping slaves ta escape to the north. 

After witnessing children of the slaves enacting the rituals of the 

slave auctio'1. as a game, Dana is struck by t,le way that such a brutal 

reality is integrated into everyday life. Reflecting on her own sense of 

detachment or that of Kevin, and further, the children' s acceptance of the 

slave market and their incorporation of it into their games, Dana com-

ments, "The ease seemed 50 frigl'ltening . .. l never realized how easily 

people could be trained ta accept slavery" (101). It is much easier to 

accept it than to act against it for two reasons, bath of which are 

dramatized in the novel. 'l'he first is the severity of the punishment of 

those who break the rules. In the absence of human rights, such punish-

ment could be brutal, even fatal. Second, and more subtly, it is simply 

much easier just to go alcng with the system. As a favored slave on the 

plantation, this temptation becomes crucial for Dana. But at what point 

does the reality she endures--or witnesses--become 50 unacceptable that 

suicide or murder, previously unthinkable in themselves, become thinkable 

options? She cornes ClOSE! on a number of occasions, but the novel' 5 

encounters across history corne to a close when Rufus attempts to rape her. 

Yet even then Dana's temptation ta passivity is strong: 

l realized how easy it would be for me te continue to be still 
and forgive him even this. 50 easy, in spite of all my talk. 
But it would be 50 hard to raise the knife, drive it into the 
flesh '" 50 hard to klll. (259-60) 

At t"';s point she realizes the slave mentality that is behind those 

thoughts and rejects it. liA slave was a slave. Anything COu Id be done to 

her" (260). She then choases what seems to her the harder course of 

action--murder. Yet the difficulty of resisting the temptation ta accede 
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to the prevailing sensus communis--antagonistic to her though it is--is 

immense. Given the legal force that the slave system exercised to 

demolish all trace of resistance, the level of resistance managed, on a 

cOTlert day-to-day basis, dS well as on the more spectacular level of 

escape, by the slaves who do not have Dana' s historical perspective on the 

situation is impressive to her. 30 

Dana' s position balances uneasily between three versions of reality: 

her own 'normal' present, the reality of the slave community she is forced 

to join, and the reality of the slaveowners with whom she i5 forced to 

associate. Through the juxtaposition of the5e three vers ions of reality, 

the contingency of any particular sensus communis i5 foregrounded along 

with the violence that underlies the successful imposition of the point of 

view of one particular social group at the expense of another. The normal 

reality of her present include5 more subtle or distanced oppression: the 

negative reactions of relatives on both sides when she and her white part-

ner marry, and her dependence on "the slave market" (52) of temporary 

labor agencies,31 as well as larger political realities such as the 

struggle against apartheid in South Africa. The normal reality of oppres-

sion experienced by the slaves has as a fundamental condition of pos-

sibility the difficulty of imagining another set of political relations. 

While the condition of slavery, as Butler represents it, 5eems at times 

unlivable, the possibility of escape is quite negligible, and political 

30 Butler or.ce succinctly remarked in an interview: UI began writing 
about power because l had so little" (Govan 96) . 

31 In his introduction to the novel, Robert Crossley observes that 
in certain respects, Dana' s modern work~ng life "operates as a benign 
ghostly version of institution slavery' s auction black" (Xl). 
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agi tation leading to reform is simply suicidaI. Thus the horizon of pos

sibility for the slaves is narrowly circumscribed, and the sensus communis 

within which they live is tenuously balanced between a frustrated but 

irrepressible desiI~ for freedom and, as the c~ildren' 5 game illustrates, 

an inevitable assumption of the role of slave. The recognition by Dana of 

the normal reali ty of 51aveowners is perhaps most shocking for her. It is 

a realizat ion that Weylin, Rufus' s slave-owner father, i5 not even a par

ticularly evil man, but is merely an ordinary man who lives, as most 

people do, within the orthodox bounds of the common sense reality of his 

time and place. 

Butler demonstrates that it is difficult for anyone to get outside 

those bounds. The difficulty of transcending one' s own ideological posi

tion is surmounted in Dana's case through the narrative sleight of hand 

that periodically dislocates her--ideologically as weIl as geographically 

and temporally. This problem of orthodoxy is faced more directly, 

however, as she attempts--unsuccessfully--to show Rufus another legitimate 

viewpoint on reality. Where Merle succeeds in guiding Saul over this !ine 

in Marshall' s The Chosen Place, The Tirneless People, Dana is forced to 

admit defeat. Wh en aff irmed by the prevailing sensus communis, it is not 

impossible, she realizes, to turn sorne people into slaves, and it i5 very 

easy for others to become slave(')wners. It is very difficul t, however, to 

convince people to make an ideological bL'eak with the common sense reality 

that provides them with the definitions of themselves as individuals and 

as a community, definitions that locate them--for better or for worse--in 

the social world. 
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In the "Author's Note" which introduces Dessa Rose (1986), Sherley 

Anne Williams relates her novel first to two separate historical inci-

dents, then to a more general reflection on power and historical dis-

course. In the first incident, 

A pregnant black woman helped to lead an upnswg on a coffle 
(a group of slaves chained together and herded, usually to 
market) in 1829 in Kentucky. Caught and conllicted, she was 
sentenced to deathi her hanging, however, was delayed unt il 
after the birth of her baby. (ix) 

The delay, presumably, was due t 0 the prospect ive market value of the 

baby. In the second, historically unrelated, incident, "a white wornan 

living on an isol.ated farro" in North Carolina in 1830 "was reported ta 

have given sanctuary to runaway slaves" (ix). Williams' s sense of regret 

"that these two women never met" is registered in her imaginative re-

writing of these incidents so that they do meet. 

Her more general deliberation on the writing of history begins with 

her admission of "being outraged by a certain, criticaEy acclaimed novel 

. that travestied the as-told-to memoir of slave revolt leader Nat 

Turner" (ix). The novel she alludes to here, by William Styron, was found 

offensive by a number of black writers--an example of the tact that even 

on those occasions when black history has found Hs way into rnainst ream 

literary discourse, sufficient attention is not always paid ta the per-

spective of that community.32 "Afro-Americans," she writes, 

32 Styron's novl:l resulted in the publication of a collection of 
critical essays dealing with this problem: William Styron's Nat Turner: 
Ten Black Writers Respond (ed. John Henrik Clarke. Boston: Beacon Press, 
1969). See Fleishman' s discuss ion of this debate in The Eng lish His

torical Novel (ix-xii). Williams' s Nathan seems to be a ref erence to Nat 
Turner, and a number of other intertextual references can be located in 
this novel as weIl. A story is told abour a slave named Thomas who 
betrayed a black conspiracy ta the plantatlon owners, and whose nlcknam8, 
"Uncle Tom" has become anathema to the black comm\Jn~ty (20--21). Also, 
there i5 sorne correspondence, coincidental or otherw~5e, bet.·.-Ieen Bertle 
Sutton (Rufel' 5 husband) and Thomas Sutpen of Absalom, Absa J. om 1 and thelr 
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having survived by word of mouth--and made of that process a 
high art--remain at the mercy of literature and writingi 
often, these have betrayed us. l loved history as a child, 
until sorne clear-eyed young Negro pointed out, quite rightly, 
that there was no place in the American past l could go and be 
free. l now knnw that slavery eliminated neither heroism nor 
love; it provided occasions for their expressions. (ix-x) 

The sense of alienation from both historical legitimacy and historical 

discourse, then, is countered in this act of imaginatively apprehending 

that history through a narration that tests and transgresses the limits of 

the sensus cornmunis both of slave and of slaveowner. "Maybe it is only a 

metaphor, but l now own a summer in the 19th century" (x), writes Wil-

liams; but taking possession of that historical ground is not a simple 

proeess in Dessa Rose. The novel is in three main sections, and the dif-

ferent narrative point of view employed in each presents a different angle 

on Dessa Rose, a pregnant slave captured following an uprising, and on the 

possibilities for communication and understanding across the racial bound-

aries that seemed almost absolute at that time. 

The first section, "The Darky," recounts the efforts of a white 

writer, Adam Nehemiah, to understand the actions of Dessa so that he can 

include her in his book on slave revolts, a book that he hopes will find a 

wide audience among slaveowners who fear the outbreak of sueh actions on 

their own plantations. In the course of his conversations with her, she 

narra tes in fragments the story of the events leading up to the violence 

that led to her imprisonment. In this section the gap separating black 

respective plantations--Sutton' s Glen and Sutpen' s Hundred. The book' s 
many references to the attempt to go west in seareh of freedom begs com
parison with Huckleberry Finn. That they have sueh diffieulty doing so, 
because of the racist climate of opinion that extends far beyond the slave 
states, seems a bitterly ironie comment on that particular manifestation 
of the "Amer iean Dream." 
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and white senses of reality is 1.lncrossable, and the narrative foregrounds 

this mutual non-comprehension of alien language groups by shifting the 

focalization from one to the other. 33 Toward the beginning of the chapter 

Nehemiah tries to deal with his difficulty in rnaking sense of her story by 

listing the certain facts that he can put together. But whenever he moves 

beyond the narrow confines of those facts to fill ir the background or 

interpret their context he 1s betrayed by his presuppositions about 

"darkies" to such an extent that he is unable to use the facts which this 

jarring witness does provide. Her tale of captivity and des ire for free-

dom, of the cruelty of treating husbands, wives, and children as saleable 

property without respect for their familial links, falls on deaf ears 

since he does not think of slaves in these human terms. 

By tne end of the chapter, williams has created the effect of two 

separate but parallel universes of experience. The two interpret ive 

communities--one white and powerful, one black and subjected to that 

power--concur on individual tacts, such as that Dessa took part in the 

violence that resulted in a number of deaths, but beyond this the narra-

tives diverge according to the sensus communis of each. Since he does not 

regard her as fully human, N'ehemiah resorts to supernatural, or non-hurnan 

categories in arder to explain her actions. Dessa' s murder of whites, for 

instance, is a simple fa ct to her, the inevitable outcome of com-

33 Bakhtin' s phrase is particularly appropriate here, as the dis
junction between Dessa and N'ehemiah is registered in their language as 
weIl as in many other ways. "He hadn't caught every word; often he had to 
puzzle overlong at sorne unfamiliar idiom or phrase, now and then 10sing 
the tale in the welter of names the darky called" (10). For Dessa the 
separation and constraint is simultaneously phys~cal and l~ngu~stic: "She 
clutched the bars of the window and peered at him through them. She had 
not understood the half of what he had said, catching only the meanlog of 
'camp' and 'runaway'" (64). 
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prehensible, even obvious, social pressures. From his perspective, 

however, such an explanation is not thinkable: 

He had understood then something of what the slave dealer, 
wilson, might have meant when he talked of the darky' s "devil 
eyes" her "~evil's stare". 

"1 kill white mens," her voice overrode mine, as though 
she had not heard me speak. "I kill white mens cause . . . 1 
cano (13) 

Her "bald statement . . . seemed to echo in the silence. This was the 

'fiend', the 'devil woman' who had attacked white men and roused other 

niggers to rebellion" (13). While violence against blacks appears in the 

white discourse as a normal and acceptable, if sometimes regrettable, fact 

in the disciplining of an inferior species, Dessa's violence against 

whites is inexplicable to Nehemiah who has to resort to the non-rational 

in order to account for it. Dessa's escape from literal imprisonment at 

the end of the chapter registers as weIl Nehemiah's inability to confine 

her within the ~nterpretive categories available to him. 

The second section, "The Wench," begins to bridge that gap as Dessa 

joins a group of escaped slaves living on land belonqing to Rufel, a white 

woman. A good deal of tension, sexual jealousy, and resentment, as well 

as racial misunderstanding continues through this section as the point of 

view now shifts between Dessa and Rufel. When Dessa regains consciousness 

in an unfamiliar "whitewashed" (82) room and finds a strange , .. hite woman 

leaning over her, her automatic response articulates a serious cultural 

division: "she fought to untangle her arrns and legs from covers. The 

white wornan would ldll her ki11 her and . . . the baby. Baby. Her ba--

She freed an arm and smashed it into the white woman's face" (83). When 

she next awakens, she is somewhat more cautious; through half-closed eyes 

she guardedly surveys the strange room to get her bearings: 
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Dessa watched the white woman . . . . watching the white woman 
thraugh half-closed lids. The white woman stood at the door 

. A white woman moving very quietly around her bed 
. . a white woman white stared at her . . . . The white 

woman moved. Her heùrt thudded in her chest. The white woman 
passed beyond her line of vision. (83) 

In all her experience, nothing goad can be expected fram being under 

the watchful eye of a white person, and her tension and suspicion is 

obvious. Until the past sequence of events begins to come back to her, 

she assumes fram the strangeness of it all that she must be dreaming. 

Seeing her new baby in the arms of the white woman just increases her 

sense of bewilderment and estrangement, as she can only conclude that her 

baby has fallen into the hands of the whites--a fate worse/ perhaps, than 

death. 34 The situation that obtains at this plantation, however, is 

unlike any that Dessa has ever encountered. 

The dissolution of the hegemonic white sensus communis here is 

revealed as the narrative focus shifts to Rufel's ~aint of view. The 

absence af her husband--a white male authority figure--from the plantatlon 

indicates the loss of the power center, a vacuum in the patriarchal 

hierarchy that results in a more egalitarian social organization. Rufe]'s 

harboring of runaway slaves, far from being based on any consciously ethl-

cal position, occurs originally as a sort af path of least resistance. 

The slaves have more or less gradually taken over in the absence of the 

master, and they tolerate the mistress in the same way that she ta1erates 

34 Because of the future apparently in store for her child, Dessa 
regrets her pregna~~y during her imprisonment and at one pOlnt considers 
killing the child wher. it is barn. A similar desperation frames events ln 
Toni Morrison's Beloved, as a mother kills her daughter when it appears 
they will be sent back into slavery, and David Bradley/s The Chaneysville 
Incident provides a dramatic enactment on the part of a group of escaped 
slaves of the song "Before 1'11 be a slave! 1'11 be burled ln my grave." 
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them--out of necessity. They keep the plantation running for her, she 

provides a legitimate setting for them. And aIl sides seem to feel it is 

best not too delve to deeply into the transgression of social order that 

is going on. On the surface Rufel is still in charge and the slaves are 

still below her; she clings to the remnants of that belief and they do not 

upset it tao much for fear of upsetting the uneasy balance that has been 

established. "They couldn' t start usin~ the Glen like a regular hideaway, 

she would think fearfully, and push the speculation aside" (99). Such 

speculation about the definition of her position cornes closer to the sur-

face in encounters such as her run-in with Annabelle, who is supposed ta 

be her maid: 

Once, Rufel had stood posing in fror.t of the mirror, lifting 
her hair from her neck, tugging at the waist and bodice of her 
dress . . . . and she prattled to the girl, as she used ta do 
with Mammy, about fashions and hair styles. (102) 

As Rufel talks, assuming the raIe of Southern belle for which she was 

raised, Annabelle quietly walks out of the room. Such a flagrant and 

insubordinate breach of roles upsets Rufel, and she tries to summon up the 

authorlty that she has lost as weIl as the racial categories that sub-

stantiated it. "'Nigger. . . you come back here' . . . [Rufel) 

retreated a step before the other's silence .... 'You know you don't 

just walk away from a white person without a by-your-Ieave.'" Annabelle's 

subsequent mocking response upsets whatever shreds of authority Rufel 

might have left, reducing the Mistress ta the level of spoiled child. 

Hands on hips, Annabelle leaned toward Rufel, grinning in her 
face . . . . A thousand imps seemed to dance in her eyes as 
she said on a rising note of incredulity, "Mistress 'Fel? Miz 
RuEel?" (103) 

This use of a pet-name given by a slave ta a child "put Rufel almost on 

the same level as herself," writes Williams, alluding indirectly ta the 
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social analogy equating slaves and children. "Shaking, Rufel screamed, 

'My narne is "Mistress" to you!' and fled before ';: he silent laughter in the 

girl' s eyes" (103). 

Although the socially-defined roles frequently continue to guide 

appearances through this chapter, it is clear that the objective crisis 

arising from Rufel's literal estrangement from her community is eroding 

her sensus communis. In fact, her sense of who constitutes her community 

is gradually changing, edging toward an acceptance of the fact that her 

community ls now, in reality, a predominantly black community--not only in 

terrns of population, but, more importantly, in terms of leadership. Her 

graduai absorption into this alien community leads ta the inversion of a 

number of stereotypes. Rufel, a nursing mother herself, at one point 

breastfeeds Dessa's baby, taking 

the baby ta her bosom almost without thought, ta quiet his 
wailing .... More of that craziness, she knew; but then it 
had seemed to her as natural as tuneless crooning or baby talk 

. And only when his cries were stilled and she looked 
down upon the sleek black head, the nut-brown face flattened 
against the pearly paleness of her breast, had she become con
scious of what she was doing. A wave of embarrassment had 
swept over her and she had looked guiltily around the parlor 

. No one would ever know, she had assured herself. (105) 

She continues dozing and feeding the baby, until she is awakened by the 

entry of Ada and Harker, two of the blacks who share her farm. 

Their consternation had been almost comic. Ada had stuttered 
and Harker had gaped. In the pause Rufel had recovered her 
own composure, feeling somehow vindicated in her actions by 
their very confusion. She had confounded them--rendered Ada 
speechless. Still, she had felt sorne mortification at becom
ing wet nurse for a darky. (105-06) 

The role reversai depicted here, a white woman precariously close to bec-

oming "Mammy" to a black chi Id, is as unthinkable for the black adults who 

come upon her as it would be for a 'normal' white woman. 
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But Rufel i5 not normal, her normal world is disintegrating and the 

social taxonomies that once guided her are disintegrating with it. In one 

sense she is "crazy," as she notes--at least in terrns of the :lorms of 

rationality understood by her husband, her family, the society that pro-

duced her. Having moved beyond the cornmon sense behavior expected of her 

by both the black and the white cornmuni ty, she is not the only one to 

question her sanity. After realizing that Rufel is not trying to harm her 

or her baby, Dessa wonders "Was the white woman crazy'? Maybe she 

was crazy, Dessa thought, but not a killer . . . . but touched, maybe; 

strange in the head" (120-21). As the nickname the blacks have evolved 

for her ("Miz Ruint" (120)) indicates, her position in her own community 

is ruined. 

Bourdieu argues that in any discourse, "socially known and recog-

nized differences," such as (in this case) hierarchical racial taxonomies 

only exist for a subject capable not only of perceiving dif
ferences but of recognizing them as significant, interesting, 
i.e. only for a subject endowed with the capacity and inclina
tion ta make the distinctions that are regarded as significant 
in the social universe in question. (1985 203) 

As the traces of Rufel' s community become fewer and fewer, t.he systems of 

difference on which that community based its sense of itself come ta exert 

less and less of a claim on her perception of the social world. The con-

stellations of significance that had previously ordered her social 

universe become fainter, less distinct. As a mernber of the white 

aristocracy, she is ruined; but to the degree that another perspective on 

the social world fills the vacuum left in the disintegration of her sense 

of herself as a member of Charleston high society, she is not ruined. 

Instead she has reconstituted her cornmunity, and consequently re-defined 

her sensus communis. While her ability to distinguish the skin color of 
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the people among whom she lives is Obviously unimpaired, the significance 

for her of such a system of classifications based on race, and her inter-

est in maintaining such a system of differences, gradually evaporates. 

The disjunction separating Dessa and Rufel--who as mothers and 

lovers become doubles ta sorne extent--is, perhaps, clearest when they con-

flict over the identity of "Mammy," one of the central figures in the 

social universe of the old south. Rufel' s thoughts turn back nostalgi-

cally to the days before her marriage and isolation at Sutton' s Glen, to a 

time when the hierarchies of her earlier world remained firm. Her beauty, 

her social status, her "mammy," who evidencly loved and cared for her--all 

the luxuries of the southern aristocracy guaranteed her happiness and 

privilege. For Dessa though, the ward "mammy" brings to mind her own 

mother, and in terms of that painful memory, Rufel' s nostalgic relTerie 

begins to seem offensive. For Rufel, "mammy" conjul:es up 

'the pretty clothes. . She used to dress me up sa pretty. 
Even the Reynolds girls--and their daddy owned the bank; 
everyone said they wore drawers made out of French silk. They 
used to admire my clothes . [they' d] pretend their 
clothes came from a fashionable modiste, but l always said 
"Oh, this is a litt le something Mammy ran up for me." So when 
l walked into the great hall at W~nston, l had on a dress that 
Mammy made and it was Mammy' s--' (124) . 

Dessa is more volatile than Annabelle, who had simply walked away, and she 

attacks this construction of "mammy" on two levels. 35 First she rejects 

35 This illustrates the point Lyotard makes: 

The universalization of narrative instances cannat be done 
without conflict. Traditions are mutually opaque. Contact 
between two communities is immediately a conflict, since the 
names and narratives of one community are exclusive of the 
names and narratives of the other . . . . It is thus a liti
gation over the names of times, places, and persans, over the 
senses and referents attached to those names. (1988 157) 

Or again, Bourdieu points out, the power to bestow identity through naminq 
becomes especially crucial "in crisis situat ions, when the meanir>q of the 
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the idea the Rufel had a black mammy at all--mammy means mother, and cf 

the two onJy she, Dessa, had a literal black mammy. As well, she assaults 

Rufel' s nostalgie image of "mammy" by showing that Rufel had never really 

known the perscn that she called by that name. 

'You ain't got no "mammy,'" she snapped .. '''Mammy'' ain't 
nobody T.ame, net they real one . . . . You don' t even net know 
"mammy' s" name. Mammy have a name, have children. .. Child 
don't even know its own mammy's name. What was mammy's name?' 
, 125) 

The authority of Rufel's response ('Mammy ... That was her name') is 

severely undercut by Dessa' s angry assertion--" 'Her name was Rose'" (125). 

Dessa is propelled by this encounter to a series cf memcries of her own 

about her mammy, whose name was Rose, and who had many children--some of 

whom died, sorne of whom became slaves like her, and were taken and sold 

away. "Remembering the name3 now the way mammy used to tell them, lest 

they forget, she wou Id say; lest her poor lost children die to living 

memory as they had in her world" (126). While no millenarian sense of 

ultimate reunification fuels this ritual of pronouncing the names of the 

lost as it did in Marshall's The Chosen Place, once again, the need to 

preserve such an otherwise irretrievable past haunts these black women 

characters. 

Dessa's response has the effect of defamiliarizing Rufel's comfort-

ing idea of "mammy," forces her to rethink the identity of the woman whose 

memory seems so important ta her but whose real name, "Dorcas," seem3 so 

unfamiliar. 

world slips away" (1985 203). This is precisely the situation--objective 
crisis--that obtains at Sutton's Glen, as th~ previously recognized limits 
and definitions of the social world are slipping away. 
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Dorcas. She mouthed the name, seeing "Mammy' s" face now, but 
finding no comfort in the familiar image. It was as if the 
wench had taken her beloved Mammy and put a st ranger in her 
place. Had Mammy had children, Rufel wondered ... and how 
had Mammy borne it when they were taken away--That's if she 
had any . . . . Mammy might have had children and it bothered 
Rufel that she did not know. (136) 

Rufel' s questioning of the identity of the person known to her as "Manuny" 

leads her to find out sorne information about the woman ("maybe she Pdd a 

couple of kids. But they was sold away or maybe she just lost touch with 

them early on . it's doubtful Dorcas even know her own children, if 

she had any" (146)). More importantly, however, her rethinking signaIs a 

new and generalized awareness of the human reality that underlies such 

stereotypical masks as "Mammy. ,,36 

And the section concludes with the dropping of another racial 

boundary--Rufel's realization of the equal humanity of blacks, and her 

sense of community with them, moves a step further as she and Nathan 

become lovers. Yet the consciousness of how her own community would 

necessarily judge her cannot be avoided. This form of miscegenation 

(white woman/black man) was considered particularly scandalous, constitut-

ing a breach of one of the most fundamental tenets of the white southern 

aristocratie orthodoxy of the time. Hearing once again the nickname "Miz 

Ruint," she begins to understand its meaning: "Ruined, that was what the 

wench had said. Ruined. That was what she meant" (172). 

36"Mammy" has been, of course, a common cha racter in much southern 
fiction. Another perspective on that institution is provided in Alice 
Walker's The Color Purple. Historidn Leslie H. Owens argues that 
"references by southern leaders . to their motherly mammies should be 
treated as more than simple affection for a tragic figure" (33). Owens 
also notes that when 30uthern congressmen in the 1920s attempted 
unsuccessfully to have a federal statue erected to the black mammy in the 
District of Columbia, their "efforts met with considerable res~stance 
within the black community" (32). 
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In the final section, "The Negress," the narrative perspective 

shifts to the first person as Dessa Rose completes the story with a final 

rapprochement between white woman and black woman before they go their 

separate ways. The titles of each chapter indicate the discursive frames 

within which Cessa is represented, the first two ("The Darky," "The 

Wench") suggesting pejorative images of race and gender, and the last 

("The Negress") reversing, to sorne degree--within the vocabulary of the 

time--those negative connotations. 

Rufel joins with a group of the runaway slaves in order to per

petrate a fraud on the white slav~-buying public. She accompanies them to 

various towns, posing as their owner and "selling" them. They then escape 

immediately, meet at a pre-arranged location and continue on to the next 

town considerably richer. Rufel's actions here constitute a further 

development of her alienation from her cornmunity. Whereas previously her 

transgressions of what should be her common sense might loosely be charac

terized as passive, since her involvement with Nathan that is no longer 

the case. She now takes an active role ln working with the blacks in 

order to subvert the authority of the dominant social order. Ironicaiiy, 

the charade they act out as they travel requires that Rufel become the 

proper Southern aristocrat and Dessa become the mammy iooking after the 

white woman's daughter. Initially, these roles cause sorne friction 

between thern as pretense and reaiity are easily confubed, but in the end 

the relationship i3 strengthened not only through Dessa's graduai accept

ance of Rufei's redefinition of her sense of community, but also through 

their realization that as women they share a commonality that can trans

cend racial division: when Ce~sa helps Rufel fend off a would-be rapist, 

for example, she realizes that in some ways their positions are similar. 
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"The white woman was subje~t ta the same ravishment as me; this was the 

thought that kept me awake. l hadn't knowed white mens ~ould use a white 

wornan like that, just take her by force same as they could with us" (220). 

When, at the end of the novel, Dessa is recognized on the street of 

a srnall southern town by Nehemiah and he atternpts ta force her back into 

slavery, her fate rests on Rufel's commitment ta saving her--even though 

doing sa rneans considerable danger for her as weIl, if they are cauqht. 

Their friendship, difficult though it is, proves strong enough to trans

cend the racial division that structures their society, and Rufel betrays 

her own (white) community in arder ta protect Dessa. Thus Dessa Rose pro

jects a past in which those racist divisions could be overcorne even at the 

moment of their greatest influence. In this no·rel Williams creates his

torical figures who with sorne difficulty not only defdrniliarize their own 

sensus communis, but seem finally to rid thernselves of the inclination ta 

rnake the distinctions on which the racist system depends, thus articulat

ing a hope that the narrowly divisive sense of community that vlctirn~zes 

those it excludes may be overcome. 

Toni Morrison has expressed her commitment to the novel a number of 

times. She argues, in fact, that "narrative rerndlns the best way to learn 

anything, whether history or theology, 50 l continue with the narrat~ve 

form" (1981 27). Her concern with narration and history as a means of 

recognizing and articulating the perspective of her marginalized co~muni~y 

15 evident in such works as Sula and Beloved, but her exploration ot the 

problem is, perhaps, rnost direct in Song of Solomon This novel narrates 

the coming of age of a young black man, Milkman Dead, whose path to 
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maturity leads him through a personal and social crisis to a confrontation 

with his historical background and a renewed understanding of community. 

While there are not many white r~aracters in the novel, the disjunc

tive presence of the white community as a disruptive external force in the 

life of the black communi~y is nevertheless important, presenting an 

objective limit around which the black community must work in order to 

sustain its sensus communis. The question of the relative discursive 

authority of divergenL language groups is raised almost immediately in the 

novel, and the specific issue in terms of which the difference is posited 

relates the divergence to the historical basis of community identity. 

According to the official town maps, there exists a street by the name of 

"Mains Avenue, but the only colored doctor in the city had lived and died 

on that street, and when he moved there in 1896 his patients took to call

ing the street . . . Doctor Street" (3-4). This unofficial nomination 

never reaches official status, however, never achieves legitimacy. When 

city legislators, in an effort to suppress this unofficial nomination, 

post notices advising the black population that the street is not Doctor 

Street, they obligingly and ironically defer to authority, renaming it Not 

Doctor Street (4). 

Through this minor anecdote Morrison suggests a great deal about the 

relative discursive power of the two cornmunities, and the consequent power 

to bestow legitimate identity or orientation. On the same page, Morrison 

alludes to white authority in mentioning the fact that on Not Doctor 

Street there is a hospital (Mercy Hospital) which has never, until the day 

on which the novel opens, admitted a black patient and thus has corne to be 

known as No Mercy Hospital. The connection established between authority, 

historical experience and names (signifiers of identity) is worked out in 
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sorne complexity throughout the novel. The same set of discursive power 

relations operates, for example, in the (mis)n~ming of Macon Dead, Milk-

man's father. One aspect of Milkwan's quest, then, is to recover his fam-

ily's true name, and thereby their identity.37 

The enactment in dialogue of the authority of one community over 

another is further registered when, during an emergency, a white nurse 

approaches a black woman and her children and demands, "'Are these your 

children?'''. 

The stout woman turned her head slowly, her eyebrows lifted at 
the carelessness of the address. Then, seeing where the voice 
came from, she lowered her brows and veiled her eyes. 

'Ma' am?' (6) 

When the nurse peremptorily issues an order to one of the children, the 

woman tries to tell the nurse the boy's name, but the strangeness of the 

name ta the nurse's ears renders her unable to register it. 

'Guitar, ma'am.' 
'What?' 
'Guitar. ' 
The nurse gazed at the stout woman as though she had spoken 
Welsh. (7) 

In issuing her order to him, the nurse speak very slowly, as one would ta 

~omeone not likely to understand. She tells him to go te Admisslons, 

spelling it out for him incorrectly: "'You left out a s, ma'am,' the boy 

said. The north was new to him and he had just begun to learn he could 

speak up ~o white people. But she'd already gone" (7). 

37 The recurrence of discussions of the problematic nature of names 
in all these novels is notable. An awareness of the rela~ions of power 
that are present in the according of a name perhaps is more immediate in d 

community whose power to bestow names--even on themselves--could not 
always be taken for granted. 



1 

262 

The implications are manifold. The white woman has the authority to 

control the dialogue in sorne ways, at least ta the degree that she ha5 the 

privilege of initiating it, of enforcing her authority through it, of 

organizing the action or results that corne from it, of terrninating it at 

will and without warning, excuse, or apology. She can command respect, 

comprehension, and re5ponse without displaying these qualities in return. 

While she i5 free to dis regard any claim ta authority they might make 

based on their own cultural competence, they are not at all in a similar 

position in regard to her authority since it is legitimized in ways theirs 

cannot be. Her discursive authority is not a function of linguistic com-

petence (as the exchange with the boy indicates) but stems from a social 

taxonomy that has arranged the ground on which the communities meet, a 

taxonomy whose categorical imperative necessitates the recognition by 

blacks of the definitions of reality imposed by whites, but imposes no 

such reciprocal demand on whites. 

In the background of the discursive violence enacted on the black 

cornrnunity, never too far from the surface, there lies the spectre of 

physical violence as a method of coercive suppression when mOre subtle 

methods fail to rnaintain order. While Milkman is too self-centred to take 

much interest, the men at the barbershop listen intently to the radio 

reports concerning 

A young Negro boy [who] had been found stomped to death in 
Sunflower County, Mississippi. There were no questions about 
who stomped him--his murderers had boasted freely--and there 
were no questions about the motive. The boy had whistled at 
sorne white women, refused to deny he had slept with others, 
and was a Northerner visiting the Soutn. His name was Till. 
(80) 
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The reference is to the murder of Emmett Till, a well-known historical 

incident. 38 The response of the men in the barbershop focuses first on 

whether or not the incident will be reported in the newspaper, a sugges-

tion of the process of selection that c~~ates news--and by analogy, his-

tory. Their subsequent discussion of right and wrong in the case 

underlines the variety of positions held by members of thp. black community 

in response to such a brutal attack. One feels that Till should have 

known better, implying in a sense that he was at fault; another fiercely 

resents such a suggestion as an acceptance of the restriction of the 

humanity and liberty of blacks. 

The final disagreement focuses on the subject of the dispensation of 

justice to the murderers. When one sugges~s that the murderers will be 

caught, another replies, "'Catch'em? Catch'em? You out of your 

fuckin mind? They'll catch'em, aIl right, and give'em a big party and a 

medal.'" fi 'Yeah. The whole town planning a parade.'" (82) Some easing 

of the tension gradually occurs through a series of historical reminis-

cences, as they recall racist incidents in the past, including an attack 

on black vete~ans in 1918. Historical narratives, then, assume a 

therapeutic value for this oppressed community (as Paule Marshall 

38 According to Aldon D. Morris, "By 1955 the South ~ad become an 
extremely dangerous place for blacks. In 1955 a number of hideous murders 
took place. One was the killing and removal of the testicles of a 
fourteen-year-old black boy named Emmett Till, who was visiting Missis
sippi from the North. Till was killed for allegedly whistling at a white 
woman" (29-30). The characters's (well-founded) suspicion of a lack of 
witness to the crime i5, in this case, erroneous. Nevertheless, in spite 
of worldwide publicity and international protest, in sp~te of the fdct 
that the identity of the killers was not in serious dispute, no one was 
ever punished for the crime. In Lyotard's phrase, this constitutes a 
wrong not in that the victims were denied the means to make their opinion~ 
public, but in that their testimony was depr~ved of author~ty. 
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observed) as the 

men began to trade tales of [racist] atrocities, first stories 
they had heard, then those they'd witnessed, and finally the 
things that had happened to themselves. A litany of personal 
humiliation, outrage, and anger turned sicklelike back to 
themselves as humor. They laughed then, uproariously, about 
the speed with which they had run, the pose they had assumed, 
the ruse they had invented to escape or decrease sorne threat 
to their manliness, their humanness. (83) 

In this way a sense of history, both personal a~d public, infuses the 

novel with the suggestion that the two are not, perhaps, so separate. 

While few white characters are introduced in the novel, none of them 

major, the presence ~f the white community is strongly registered as an 

objective force with which the black community must deal in working out 

its own sensus communis. 39 The almost Incomprehensible violence of whites 

is difficult for them to account for in any rational way. No common sense 

explanation seems adequate to 

what they believ~d was white madness--crimes planned and 
executed in a truly lunatic manner against total strangers 

. They firmly believed that members of their own race 
killed one another for good reasons: v~olation of another's 
turf . . . cefusal to observe the laws of hospitality " or 
verbal insults impugning their virility, honesLy, humanity, 
and mental health. More important, they believed the crimes 
they committed were legitimate because they were committed in 
the heat of passion: anger, jealousy, loss of face, and so on. 
(100l 

Two very different responses to this situation are represented in the 

positions taken by the two friends Guitar and Milkman. Guitar, who has 

listened to the conversation about Emmett Till with a certain visible 

39 Cynthia A. Davis comments: "Morrison's almost total exclusion of 
white characters . . . allows her to treat white culture as 'necessity' 
without either mythicizing specifie acts of oppression or positing present 
necessity as eternal ., . White brutality and insensitivity are part of 
the environment the black characters must struggle with, but they are most 
often conditions, institutionalized and often anonymous" (334-35). 
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intensity, tells Milkman that he is no longer able simply ta express pit y 

for the black vietims of white pathologieal violence; the time has come, 

he believes, for a stronger move. The irrational violence of whites 

eventually provokes an equal and opposite response and Guitar becomes 

involved with a group called the Seven Days, a group whose rationale 

reflects the problem of being in the position of jarring witness in the 

eyes of the nations "weighty interests." 

'There is a society. It's made up of a few men who are will
ing to take sorne risks. They don't initiate anything; they 
don't even choose. They are as indifferent as rain. But when 
a Negro child, Negro woman, or Negro man is killed by whites 
and nothing is done about it by their law and their courts, 
this society selects a similar victim at random, and thcy 
execute him or her in a similar manner if they cano If the 
Negro was hanged, they hang; if the Negro was burnt, they 
burn; raped and murdered, they rape and murder.' (155) 

This response is understandable, perhaps, in a land where, as Guitar puts 

it, "The earth is soggy with black people's blood. And befole us Indian 

blood" (159). The group has originated, apparently, in response ta inci-

dents of racial violence: "when that private from Georgia W33 killed after 

his balls were eut off and after that veteran was blinded when he came 

home fram France in Warld War I" (156). And Guitar himself remembers 

seeing "that picture of those white mothers holding up their babies 50 

they could get a good look at sorne black men burning on a tree" (157). 

At issue is not only a sense of revenge, but of justice, of his-

torical witness taken seriously, of jarring witnesses seeking a way to 

have an effect without the backing of weighty interests. 

'Where's the money, the state, the country to finance our jus
tice? .... Do we have a court? 1s there one courthouse in 
one city in the country where a jury would convict them? 
There are places right now where a Negro still can't testify 
against a white man. Where the judge, the jury, the court, 
are legally bound to ignore anything a Negro has to say. What 



1 that means is that a black man is a victim of a crime only 
when a white man says he is. (160-61) 

While his representat_on of the situation--consonant, once again, with 

Lyotard's definition of a wrong--is accu rate enough, nevertheless the 
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limitations of a response such as Guitar's are apparent. Not only is no 

solution to th~s historical problem br0ught any closer but, as Milkman 

realizes, the random liature of the retaliation replicates that of the 

original white irrationality. 

The major historical focus of the novel is not Guitar however, 

but Milkman, a young man in some ways like Quentin Compson in that he has 

been chosen as the proper vessel for the transmission of the historical 

heritage of his community. Milkman, early in the novel, shows little sign 

of interest in these issues. His sense of himself is that of an individ-

ual, and a successful one who, like his father, need not bother with his 

community or its history. He ls dismissive of the Emmett Till incident 

('Yeah, weIl, fuck Till. l'm the one in trouble.' (88)), choosing to 

focus instead on his own problems with his family, with money and women. 

A series of personal crises compel him ta rethink this position, however, 

and he finds himself on a journey south in search of gold. Though he does 

not know it at this point, Milkman's quest is twofold: he must come to 

understand the relation of his community to the white community, and he 

must come to understand his own community and his position in it on its 

own terms. Both of these ends are reached by means of a journey that can-

stitutes a long symbolic excursion into the histary that has shaped Milk-

man's present. 

One of the first staries he hears as the narrative of his family 

history begins ta take shape concerns the murder of his grandfather. 
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Milkman has heard sorne of the details before, but not enough to put 

together <colligate) a whole story. He had been murdered by wealthy white 

landowners who wanted his land, and the story that Milkman hears about the 

murder echoes the discussion of the death of Ernrnett Till in such a way as 

to problematize Milkman's prior separation of personal (private or family) 

and public affairs. 40 When Milkman asks if his grandfather's murderers 

were ever caught, Rev. Cooper's answer echoes elements of the barbershop 

conversation for Milkman--who wasn't listening the first time. 

'Catch?' he asked, his face full of wonder . 
'Didn't have to catch 'em. They never went nowhere. 

'I mean did they have a trial; were they arrested?' 
'Arrested for what? Killing a nigger? Where did you 

say you was from?' 
'You mean nobody d~d anything? Didn't even try to find 

out wh" did ~t?' 

'Everybody knew who did it. .. Wasn't nothing to do. 
White folks didn't care; colored folks ~idn't dare ... 
Besides, the people what did it owned half the county." (234) 

Those people were the Butlers. Milkman gradually pieces together the nar-

rative as a detective might, finding that the woman who took his father 

and aunt in when their father was murdered worked for the same Butlers. 

He finds her still in the Butler house, and in an almost-Faulknerian 

40 Echoes of the reference in the earlier conversation to the 
violence against blacks that took place after the war are heard as well, 
as Rev. Cooper shows Milkman a lump on the side of his head: 

Sorne of us went to Philly to try and march in an Armistice Day 
parade.. . We were inv~ted and had a permit, but the 
people, the white people, d~dn't l~ke us being there. They 
started a fracas. You know, throw~ng rocks and calling us 
names. They didn't care nothing 'bout the uniform. Anyway, 
sorne police on horseback came--to quiet them down, we t~ought. 
They ran us down. Right under their horses. Th~s here's what 
a hoof can do. Ain't that something?" (235). 

The bitter irony is that such events could 
which should have unified the population. 
made personol by such testimony. 

oCcur immediately after a war 
Once again, publ~c history is 
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scene, Horrison does one thing that Faulkner could not--she articulates 

the point of view of this old woman, Circe, a character reminiscent of 

Clytie in Absalom, Absalom! She has remained in the house long after the 

deaths of the Butiers, the last of whom had died in poverty. Milkman 

suspects that she has done this out of a misguided sense of loyalty, but 

the truth of the matter lies elsewhere, closer to Alice Walker's wish (see 

above) that Faulkner had burned the house down: 

'They loved this place. Loved it. Brought pink veined marble 
from across the sea for it and hired men in Italy to do the 
chandelier that l had to climb a ladder and clean with white 
muslin once every two months. They Ioved it. Stole for it, 
lied for it, killed for it. But l'm the one left. Me and the 
dogs. And l will never clean it again. Never. Nothing. Not 
a speck of dust, not a grain of dirt, will l move. Everything 
in this world they lived for will crumble and rot. The 
chandelier already fell down and smashed itself to pieces. 
It' s down the re in the ballroom now. All in pieces. Sorne
thing gnawed through the cords. Ha! And l want to see it aIl 
go, make sure it does go, and that nobody fixes it up. l 
brought the dogs in to make sure . . . . You ought to see what 
they did to her bedroom. Her walls didn't have wallpaper. 
No. Silk brocade that took sorne Belgian women six years to 
make. She loved ~t--oh, how much she loved it. Took th~rty 
Weimaraners one day ta rip it off the walls. If l thought the 
stink wouldn' t strangle you, l' d show it to you.' (249-50) 

This is, of course, a version of history from below, a servant or slave's 

eye-view of the accumulation of wealth and material success that confirms 

Benjamin's well-known statement that every document of culture i5 also a 

document of barbarism. The tneans to wealth--the desire for which at this 

point i5 still Milkman's primary motivation--are suggested in the But-

lers's murder of Hilkman's grandfather and theft of his land. In Circe's 

monologue there lies the desire for revenge or vindication that is the 

dream of many servants and slaves, and, in a limited sense, a hi5torical 

teleology is implied here according to which the victim is, at least 

partly, avenged. 
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Earlier, during his conversation with Rev. Cooper, Milkman begins to 

understand one of the novel's important lessons about family and com-

munit y: until then "he hadn't known what it meant: links" (231). As he 

leaves Ciree, those links are beeoming much elearer, and they lead him 

back (and south) even further. It is while he stays in the small black 

town of Shalimar that those links are fully revealed, and Milkman 

understands his place in a community that has, in ~he course of the novel, 

been articulated both synchronically (his geographical journey allows him 

to recognize differences between his own northern urban situation and that 

of the traditional rural south) and diachronically (his family genealogy 

is traced back to a slave origin, and by implication, to the African 

destination that Solomon flew back to) . 

As Milkman tries to think it through, to colligate it, his questions 

seem to multiply until finally the piece~. fit together enough fo= him ta 

construct his personal (family) narrative to a point of historical origin. 

He is then able ta understand the relation of history to identity--

particularly in the way that history's traces are everywhere left in the 

names that represe~t things, places and people. With this realization--

almost a revelation for Milkman--a whole new dimension of experience 1S 

made available. 41 Travelling by ~us back to the north in autumn, he 

passes states whose history had previously meant nothing to him. 

41 As Susan Willis comments, "For Morrison, everything is his
torical. Even objects are embedded in history and are the bearers of the 
past" (Gates 268). 

If Milkman's present is a meaningless void of bourgeois 
alienation, the possibility of a past opens out ta him llke a 
great adventure .. Milkman cornes ta realize that only by 
knowing the past can he hope ta have a future. (270) 



1 

1 

Names, 

270 

He read the roadsigns with interest now, wondering what lay 
beneath the names. The Algonquins had named the territory he 
lived in Great Water, michi garni. How many dead lives and 
fading memories were buried in and beneath the names of the 
places in this country. Under the recorded names were the 
other nameS, just as 'Macon Dead,' recorded for all time in 
sorne dusty file, hid from view the real names of people, 
places, and things. Names that had meaning .... Names that 
bore witness. (333) 

in Song of Solomon, bear a jarring witness to the historical exist-

ence of communities whose history had not been otherwise recorded, testify 

to a buried history shaped by oppression and exploitation from without and 

community solidarity from within. The possibility of the imminent dis-

solution of that community is very real in the novel, and the novel makes 

its archeological research into the names of the generations in order to 

maintain a sense of historical continuity, even into the future. 

The final moment of the novel shows a kind of uneasy unification of 

the oppositions the novel has posited. Milkman and Pilat~--one male, one 

female; one young, one old; one representing modern bourgeois individu-

alism. the other a powerful representative of historical continuity--are 

brought together to bury the remains of an ancestor. As she dies ~~ his 

arms from a sudden gunshot, he sings for her a song she had taught him 

containing the names of the dead, finally bearing witness to the gener-

ations of struggle. Milkman then launches himself from atop a hill into 

the arms of her murderer, Guitar, whose desire for violent revenge against 

whites has gone out of control and oblj terated the sense of love for his 

people that first inspired the violence. On one hand, these two opposed 

positions may destroy each other; on the other hand, a synthesis of the 

two--Guitar's anger and determination and Milkman's newfound insights into 

history and community--suggest the possibility of a positive redefiniton 

of the black community. 
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Morrison once described her project as a writer in terrns not so far 

rernoved from those of Bradley hirnself: "My work bears witness and suggests 

who the outlaws were, who survived under what circurnstances and why, what 

was legal in the cornmunity and w~at was legal outside it" (1981 26). Her 

novels constitute an eloquent response to the situation she had 

encountered in her reading of literature: "There were no books about me," 

she stated in an interview, "I didn't exist in all the literature l had 

read .. this person, this fernale, this black" (McKay 45) . 



V.: IN THE RATHOUSE OF HISTORY WITH THOMAS PYNCHON. 

"One would have to exorcise the city, the Island . . . The con-

tinents, the world. Or the western part," as an afterthought. "We are 

western men." (V. 451) 

Hayden White' s argument "that tt.e conviction that one can make sense 

of history stands on the same level of epistemic plausibility as the con-

viction that it makes no sense whatsoever" (73) seems to echo a reeurring 

concern in Thomas Pynchon's works. Stencil in V., Oedipa Maas in The 

Crying of Lot 49, Slothrop in Gravity's Rainbow all seek to discern sorne 

order or pattern in the world and its history. An Inevitable problem then 

arises te haunt them throughout the novels--is this pattern, order, mean-

ing (if located) a property of the world and of history, or is it a pro-

jection of the erdering perception of the one who is 5earching for mean-

ing? If the order or meaning perceived i5 primarily a property of the 

interpreter's perception, how then is that sublime object of 

interpretation--historical reality--to be approached? And what are the 

political implications of this problem? 

A number of critics have discussed the epistemological prob-

lems presented in Pynchon's work, but surprisingly litt le attention has 

been paid to the precise setting or context in which Pynchon locates those 

problems. Yet these are essential components of the work. V. explores 

the aporias of epistemology at a series of specifie and critical junctures 
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in modern western history, documenting the breakdown of white ~mperialist 

hegemony. His concern with science and various abstract bodies of thought 

is certainly important, but Pynchon' s radical questioning of power, 

politics and historical events (as well as philosophy of history) ought to 

be taken seriously. There is an almost Pynchonesque irony in the way many 

critics have maintained a blind spot in their readings of Pynchon' s text'3, 

a blind spot that occludes the explicitly social and political dimensions 

of the work. william Plater, for instance, dismisses the overt polit ical 

history in Pynchon quite lightly in favor of a more abstract grounding of 

the work: "colonialism", he writes "is onlyone of pynchon's several meta

phors for the uncertainty relations of reality and illusion. Others work 

equally well" (112). John Stark, perhaps, is most adamant: "Occasionally 

he do~s discuss moral or social issues, but he usually subordinates them 

to other issues . As a general rule, however, he focuses on 

literary, epistemological, and metaphysical problems" (23-4). 

dOE:s not often refer to social and political history" (105). 

"Pynchon 

Elsewhe re he 

speaks of "the relatively minor importance of politics" in V. (169). In 

general, however, even those critics who, like Thomas Schaub, do acknowl

edge the social and historical dimension of pynchon' s work devote most of 

their commentary to his various abstract philosophical and sc~entif~c ('on

cerns. In the following chapter l attempt instead to present pynchon as J 

profoundly political and historical novelist whose conception of the 

political and historical field has much in common with contemporary his

toriographical theory. 

According to Hayden White, prior to the formation of the rHs

cipline of history in the nineteenth century, the subject was consider~d d 
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branch of the more general field of rhetoric, "the source and repository 

of tradition, moral exemplars, and admonitory lessons" (1987 64). White 

writes that 

as long as history was subordinated to rhetoric, the his
torical field itseJf (that is, the past or the historical 
process) had to be viewed as a chaos that made no sense at a11 
or one that could be made to bear as many senses as wit and 
rhetorical talent cou Id impose on it. (65) 

As history came to constltute a distinct discipline, rules of evidence and 

a more rigorous sense of factuality came into play, regulating not only 

thé kinds of narratives a historian could produce but also altering the 

underlying conception of the nature of the historical field itself: "For 

this tradition, whatever 'confusion' is displayed by the historical recoro 

i3 only a surface phenomenor." (71) subject to correction by subsequent 

historians. 

White goes on to relate these dichotomous conceptions of history to 

the concurrent debate on the nature of the sublime and the beautiful. The 

irreducible confusion and the ultimately unrepresentable nature of the 

total historieal field is associated with the idea of the sublime while 

the conception of history as possessing order, logie, or sense fa11s into 

the aesthetic category of the beautiful. As aesthetics superseded 

rhetoric and the beautiful gradually displaced the sublime as a category 

of judgement, the narrativ,es both of history and of fiction were expected 

to display a more thorough sense of coherence, to make sense in a more 

complete and sustained way. Any single historical narrative should 

ideally exhibit bath an internai coherence and a fidelity te "the facts" 

such that it could be seen as one chapter of a narrative that, if extended 

long enough, could theoreticalJy reeount and account for aIl of history. 

This view of history is supportable only by the exclusion of the his-



.. torical sublime: history as an awesome, perhaps incomprehens ible, terrify-

ing, multifarious, unrepresentable spectacle. 

The attempt to represent hi story in a narrative form, then, g ives 

rise to sorne difficulties--the problem is not that history cannot be 

interpreted as much as the fact that it can be, endlessly i t seems, and in 

contradictory ways. As Paul Ricoeur argues in Time and Narrative, no mat-

ter which historiographical methodology is applied 

the event is restored at the end of each attempted explanation 
as a remainder left by each such attempt as a d~ssonance 
between explanatory structures, and finally, as the life and 
death of the struccures themselves. (v.l 224) 

Similarly, Jean-Francios Lyotard argues in "The Sublime and the Avant 

Garde" that the sublimityof the pure event subverts any attempt at final 

or full representation. The sublimity of the event is thus precisely what. 

must be repressed in order for representation to occur. The exhaustive 

narrative is by definition impossible, and any history is necessarilya 

select ive one. Selection of the eventll deemed worthy of narration, selec-

tion of narrative point of view and selection of the narrative techniques 

employed thus fall partly under the compulsion of the need for narrative 

coherence, a compulsion that prompts White to ask: "what k ~nd of notion 0 f 

reality authorizes construction of a narrative account of reaUty in which 

continuity rather than discontinuity governs the articulat ~on of the (11s-

course" (10). with a few exceptions, notably in modern literature, 

narrative strains for the effect of having filled in all the 
gaps, of having put an image of continuity, coherency, and 
meaning in place of the fantas~es of emptiness, need, and 
frustrated desire that inhabit our nightmares about the 
destructive power of time. (11) 

The continuity of the narrative realist form of historical dis-

course, its tendency to totalization, has another aspect, one that White 
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describes with reference to Hegel: an "intimate relationship" seems ta 

exist, he writes, "between law, historicality, and narrativity" and, he 

observes, 

this raises the suspicion that narrative in general, from the 
folktale ta the novel, from the annals ta the fully realized 
"history", has to do with the topies of law, legality, 
legitimacy, or, more generally, authority. (13) 

It may not be st retching the point too much to infer that problems of nar-

rative continuity have ta do with problems of authority in a more general 

sense as weIl. History is generally, as the saying goes, written from the 

vantage point of the vietors; to this may be added Franz Fanon' s observa-

tion that objectivity has always been on the side of the colonizer (61). 

In a similar vein, White argues that 

For subordinant, emergent, or resisting social groups . 
opposition can be earried forward only on the basis of a con
ception of the historical record as being not a window through 
whieh the pa st "as it really was" can be apprehended but 
rather a wall that must be broken through if the "terror of 
history" is to be directly confronted. (82) 1 

A number of historians, including White, have called attention to 

Chateaubriand' s heroic concept ion of the vocation of the historian: 

In the silence of abjection, when the only sounds to be heard 
are the chains of the slave and the voiee of the informer; 
when everthing trembles before the tyrant and it is as 
dangerous to incur his favor as ta deserve his disfavor, this 
is when the historian appears, charged with avenging the 
people. (79) 

White does not however advocate a more rigorous "scientific" approach to 

the wri t ing of history, nor a return ta the Covering Law Model. A break-

down in the idea of objective narrative rea~ism and the recovery of the 

historieal sublime may, he argues, be a "necessary precondition for the 

l Numerous examples of this might be found in the wri t ings of black 
Amencan women discussed in the previous chapter. 
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production of a historiography of the sort that Chateaubriand conceived to 

be desirable in times of 'abjection'''. 

This postmodern version of the historicai sublime differs, however, 

from its predecessors. Fredric Jameson remarks that the sublime 

is no longer subjective in the older sense that a personality 
is standing in front of the Alps and knowing the Iimits of the 
individual subject and the human ego. On the contrary, it is 
a kind of non-humanist experience of Iimits beyond which you 
get dissolved. (1987 30-1) 

This sense of dissolution that marks the sublime can be taken ta refer ilS 

weIl to the dissolution of the continuity and coherence of narrative and 

its claim to represent reality realistically. If narrative coherence is 

threatened, White' s remarks on the relation of narrativity and legality 

would seem to imply, then the cohesion of the social system producing them 

is a1.so being threatened. Along with the weakening of the authority of 

the narratives through which society understands and authorizes itself 

cornes a concomitant crisis in that society. It is surely no coincidence 

that much postmodern fiction was produced in a period of soc~al upheaval, 

a period during which many of the basic beliefs of European and North 

American society were subjected to radical critique. The potential dlS-

solution of individual subjectivity resulting from the sublime correspond'3 

on the social plane (in terms of White' s historical sublime) with a dis-

solution of certain kinds of social and narrative authorlty. "with the 

sublime," writes Lyotard, "we go a long way into heterogeneity" (1987 

175). In this sense, postmodern historical relativism can be seen as the 

dissolution or delegitimization of any one cultural group' s claim to sole 

authority in the construction of historical narrative, an authority that 

is ultimate1.y political in nature. 
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This crisis in narrative authority has ranged from a questioning of 

the various aspects of the art of narration ta a wholesale scepticism 

toward the possibility of narrative representation. Edward Said writes 

that for sorne contemporaries 

narrative, which poses an enabling arché and a vindicating 
tel as, is no longer an adequate figure for plotting the human 
trajectory in society. There is nothing ta look forward to: we 
are stuck within our circle. (1986 50) 

Yet it i5 a central function of artists and intellectuals to try ta think 

a way out of this situation, to work through to the other side of the 

crisis of narrative in the western world. To some degree, the way through 

seem3 to lie in a recognition and an acceptance of a more heterogenous 

narrative di5course of history and fiction--a heterogeneity that is 

rendered impossible by the dominance of rnonolithic 'objectivity' and 

'real~sm' in historical and fictional narrative. This heterogenous dis-

course wou Id by definition include the alterity which has been repressed 

by an imperialist culture and its totalizing narratives. 

The problem of separate, perhaps incommensurable, worids of experi-

ence and a concurrent separation in the representation of that experience, 

has long been a central one for Pynchon and he has often been quite 

specifie about the social and poiiticai implications. As a student in the 

la te fifties influenced by the beat movement he began "to get a sense of 

that other world humming along out theren (1985 xvi-xvii) beyond the 

privileged world of Cornell. His own early short fiction often turns on 

themes of class or racial separation, anticipating the social turbulence 

of the sixties. About that era, Pynchon writes that 

The success of the "new left" ... (was] limited by the fall
ure of college kids and blue caIlar workers ta get together 
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politically. One reason was the presence of real, invisible 
class force fields in the way of communication between the two 
groups. (xv-xvi) 

As its title suggests, one of pynchon's few published essays, "A 

Journey Into The Mind of Watts", is an attempt to map one such force field 

and to articulate the subjective experience of the residents of Watts as 

the possibility of riot simmered, once again, at the brink of boiling. At 

"the heart of L.A.'s racial sickness is the coexistence of two very dif-

ferent cultures: one white and one black." These two cultures, each with 

its own internaI logic and historical trajectory, often confront each 

other over the barrel of a police revolver: 

your life trembling in the crook of a cop's finger because it 
is dark, and Watts, and the history of this place and these 
times makes it impossible for the cap to come on any dif
ferent, or for you to hate him any less. (35) 

The eastern boundary of Watts, he writes, looks "like the edge of the 

world" (80). The iClea of mental geography and frontiers continues in 

another image of the ghetto as a "country which lies, psychologically, 

uncounted miles further than most whites seem at present willing to 

travel" (78), a country whose customs, dress codes, hairdo5 and history 

simply do not mesh with the hegemonic white culture. 

While in5isting on the existence of an invisible force field of race 

and class separating the inhabitants of Watts from the domlnant whlte ~ul-

ture, Pynchon nevertheless attempts to bridge that gap, to interpret and 

represent the experience of the 'other' with empathy, intelligence and 

decency. In a very similar vein, Said, in his es say on p05tcolonial 

intellectuals, wr1tes: 

l think we should begin by accepting the notion that altl,ough 
there 1s an irreducible subjective core to human experience, 
this experience is also historical and secular, lt is acces-
sible to certain kinds of analysis, and. . it i5 not 
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exhausted by totalizing theories marked and limited by doc
trinal lines or by analytic constructs . . . That is we must 
be able to think through and interpret together discrepant 
experiences, each with its particular agendas and pace of 
development, its own formations, its internal coherence and 
its system of external relationships. (1986 55-56) 

Images such as "the edge of the world" and "invisible force fields" posit 

a universe made up of "non-synchronous" (to use Ernst Bloch' s term) 

systems of "discrepant experiences", and Pynchon's frequent invocation of 

this difference, whatever its epistemological consequences, is firmly 

based in social and historical observation. It is by means of this 

grounding in concrete social experience that he avoids the trivialization 

that is sometimes a consequence of moral or cultural relativism. For 

example, early in v. he states the problem in miniature. Profane is 

n.ding the subway, "yo-yoing" back and forth from one end of the line to 

the other for hours: during the course of the day he sees the atmosphere 

change radically: 

The shuttle after morning rush hour is near empty, like a lit
tered beach after tourists have all go ne home. In the hours 
between nine and noon the permanent residents come creeping 
back up their strand, shy and tentative. Since sunup all man
ner of affluent have filled the limits of that world with a 
sense of surnmer and life: now sleeping bums and old ladies on 
relief, who have been there all along unnoticed, re-establish 
a kind of property right, and the coming on of a falling sea
son. (37-8) 

Although tbe beach image suggests that the bums and old ladies have 

actually go ne somewhere, Pynchon assures us that they have net. Instead, 

their power to impose the definition of what Sidney Stencil would call 

"The Situation" has been eclipsed: the affluent have "filled the limits of 

that world", that is, defined it according to their own limited experi-

ence, then moved on without having been touched or affected in any way, 

witheut even having recognized the existence of an alterity whose defini-
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tion of "The Situation" it has occluded. This little epistemological 

parable describes an important and frequently overlooked aspect of power 

relations between the relatively rich and the relatively poor. 

This kind of reference to the limits of a particular world recurs 1.n 

the novel. Early on, Rachel Owlglass, an upper-middle class young woman 

who feels constrained by the limits of her world, laments that "Daughters 

are constrained to pace demure and dark-eyed like so many Rapunzels within 

the magic frontiers" (25). Since she realizes that she may not be able to 

escape, she asks Profane to tell her about the world outside: "How the 

ro~d is. Your boy's road that l'lI never see . .. What it' s 11l.e west 

of Ithaca and south of Princeton. Places l won't know" (27). Ithaca and 

Princeton function here as ideological boundaries as much as geographical 

locations and the epistemological limits arise here through gender as weil 

as class. 2 Those "magic frontiers" recall "the limits of the world" men-

tioned above and look forward to yet another similar instance: Esther 

meets a college boy who leads a conventional middle-class life but is 

attracted to the bohemian life-styles of a group known as The Whole Sick 

Crew: 

He will straddle the line, aware up to the point of knowing he 
is getting the worst of both worlds, but never stopping to 
wonder why there should ever have been a line, or even if 
there is a line at aIl. He will learn how to be a twinned man 
and will go on at the game, straddling until he splits up the 
crot ch and in half from the prolonged tension, and then he 
will be dest -r:oyed. (58) 

2 The image is evidently an important one for Pynchon: his second 
novel, The Crying of Lot 49, employs the same image of a woman trapped ln 

a socio-epistemological tower, and documents her attempts to escape. See 
Catherine Stimpson's discussion of women in Pynchon's work. See also Paul 
Coates, "Unfinished Business: Thomas Pynchon and the Quest for Revolu
tion." 
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The" invisible force fields" separating cultural groups find meta

phorical expression in V. as well in the profusion of siege imagery--the 

siege of Malta and Foppl's siege party are the most detailed, but there 

are many other passing references. The military siege with its focus on a 

wall separating opposing groups finds its b~istemological correlative in 

the idea of fundarren.ally irreconcilable discrepant experience, or perhaps 

in White' s epistemological "walls that must be broken through". The most 

extensive exploration of this problem in V., however, revolves around 

certain aspects of racial difference, examining a series of critical 

moments in the history of European imperialism when the west quite 

deliberately and strategically denied the validity and the reality of non

synchronous third world experience as part of a brutal enforcement of its 

own priorities. Not only has imperialist western culture not oflen cared 

to "think through and interpret . . . di5crepant experiences" together 

with other cultural groups, it has in fa ct attempted to eradicate sorne of 

those cultures entirely. Pynchon writes of the "racist, sexist, and 

protofascist" spirit of the time preceding the publication of the novel in 

1963, a time when "John Kennedy' s role model James Bond was about to make 

his name by kicking third-world people around, another extension of the 

boy's adventure tales a lot of us grew up reading" (1985 xxi). V. i5, in 

a sense, a parody of those books--by Kipling, Buchan, Haggard et al.--that 

contributed to the construction of the "Manichean" racial difference that 

Abdul JanMohamed locates at the vely heart of that colonialist literary 

genre. Clear though Pynchon's political position seems hare, perhaps the 

most critically ~eglected aspect of V. is his political use of 
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epistemologigal and historiographical problems as a means to break down 

the wall of objective realism to which White alludes, a wall that has 

served to protect the hegemonic culture of Western society from an aware-

ness of its own historical relativity. 

The general epistemological dilenuna in v. is given one cent ral for-

mulation by British agent Sidney Stencil, who 

remembered times when whole embassiesful of personel had run 
amok and gibbering in the streets when confronted with a 
Situation which refused to make sense no matter who looked at 
it, or from what angle. (189) 

As a result he problematizes the very existence of an objective reality. 

"He had decided long ago that no Situation had any objective reality: it 

only existed in the minds of those who happened to be in on it at any 

specifie moment" (189). In order to minimize confusion--a costly danger 

in the espionage business (which is not merely an epistemological metaphor 

but also, and perhaps more importantly, a straightforwardly political 

one) --Stencil Sr. has developed an alternative to objective appra isal: a 

form of epistemological teamwork. But this approach too is not without 

difficulties: 

Since these several minds tended to form a sum total or com
plex more mongrel than homogenous, The Situation must neces
sarily appear to a single observer much like a diagram in four 
dimensi()ns to an eye conditioned to seeing its world in only 
three. Hence the success or failure of any diplomat ie issue 
must vé,ry direetly with the degree of rapport achieved by the 
team c· .. :mfronting it. (189) 

"The subliml~" writes Lyotard in a similar vein, "bears witness to 

the incornmensurability between thought and the real world" (1985 7). If, 

as Lyotard argues, the terror and the sublimity of the event lies in part 

in its unrepresentability, then for Stencil there i3 at least sa fety in 
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numbers. Trllth, or knowledge, thus ultimately becomes a problem not of 

verification (or at least not of verification alone) but of consensus, 

privileging the homogenous and orthodox over the heterogenous. In fact, 

one of the les sons of V. concerns the final impossibility of representing 

the world coherently and fully from any single perspective, an 

unrepresentability that brings us back as weIl ta White's historical sub-

lime. Stencil Jr.'s quest for V. demonstrates both the futility of the 

attempt and the inevitable distortions that must result from such an 

obsessive and tocalizing vision. In developing his consensus approach to 

reality and The Situation, Stencil Sr. stresses the need for a "degree of 

rapport"--a share:d sensus communis--among those attempting to form the 

composite picture of it, suggesting that otherwise they would "form a sum 

total or complex more mongrel than homogenous" (189). 

The word "mongrel" carries here, as usual, a pejorative sense and in 

V., with its acute awareness of race and colonialism, it carries a less 

abstract meaning as well--a racial mixture. Stencil's insistence on a 

"degree of rapport" suggests an ethnocentrism which serves to protect his 

version of The Situation from epistemological and political dissolution 

and guarantees the exclusion of the kind of discrepant or non-synchronous 

experience that Said and Bloch speak of. Like many of his generation, 

Stencil Sr. acknowledges with regret the passing of an imperialist era 

whLch protected the homogeneity 0f representation and power. As an anti-

colonialist movement gathers momentum in Malta, with its "motley of races" 

(310), he reflects with resignation that 

There were no more princes. Henceforth polit,ies would beeome 
progress~vely more democratized, more thrown into the hands of 
amateurs. The disease would ~rogress. Stencil was nearly 
past caring. (489) 
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In the world of Stencil Jr. however, that difference--while still 

central--is far less divisive. Racial purity, a fetishized Ideal in the 

historical sections of V., is at times almost parodied. The members of 

the Whole Sick Crew, and their associates, are by and large, as Rachel 

puts it, "Deracinated" (382) in both senses of the word: rootless and 

without sharp racial distinctions in the manner of Stencil Sr.'s gener

ation: Profane is Jewish-Irish, Rachel is Jewish, Sphere is black, Fergus 

Mixolidian is an Irish Armenian Jew, Profane spends part of the novel 

living and working with a Puerto Rican family. Esther does get a nose 

job, turning her "Jew nose" into an Irish retroussé, but she is criticized 

for it both by her friends and even by the doctor who performs the opera

tion (103). Most important of all, perhaps, is the identity of Paola 

Maijstral, who is Maltese. Malta is in the middle of the Mediterranean, 

literally the middle of the middle of the world, a point where imperialist 

Europe and colonized Africa intersect. It is referred to as "a cradle of 

life" (382) and echoing Stencil Sr.'s strictures against a "mongrel" 

reality, the people of Malta are characterized as a "motley of races" 

(310). Furtherrnore, her last name, Maijstral, suggests the wind, and in V. 

the wind is associated with the dispossessed on a nurnber of occasions. 

Malta is the site of a nurnber. of key episodes in the novel, and in one of 

the most powerful scenes the children of this "motley of races", among the 

ruins of European WWII bornbing, disassernble V., who has corne to be 

identified with a particularly evil form cf reified racist colonialism. 

Ironically, when Stencil Jr. tries to represent The Situation of 

1898, his narrators constitute precisely l he sort of "mongrel" assortment 

his father would have rejected: P. A~eul, Arab café waiter; Yusef, another 

Arab, a kitchen worker; Maxwell Ro~ley-Bugge, a disgraced expatr1ate 
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English pedophile; waldetar, a Portugese Jew working on the railroads in 

Egypt; Gebrail, an Arab taxi driver; Girgis, an Egyptian acrobat and 

burglar working with a team of Syrians; and Hanne, barmaid in a German-

style beerhall in Egypt. All of these characterd try to interpret the 

behavior of the same gr0up of diplomat-spies, attempt to construct a ver-

sion of The Situation. Thus Stencil Jr. attempts to come to terms to sorne 

degree with the idea of a non-homogenous interpretation of reality. 

Nevertheless, Stencil Jr. is finally something like White's tradi-

tional historian attempting to find both meaning and narrative coherence 

in history. His facts of course are incomplete, so in an effort to 

represent certain historical moments of importance to his overall narra-

ti'/e he must go beyond hard facts, blurring further the line separating 

fiction and history. History according to Herbert Stencil, as his nome 

might suggest, is made to fit a pattern; or as Eigenvalue puts it, it has 

been "Stencilized" so that places and characters whose names begin with 

the letter "v" become prominent. Yet within the novel it is largely 

through Stencil's narratives that we have access to history: 

Around each seed of a dossier, therefore, had developed a 
nacreous mass of Inference, poetic license, forcible disloca
tion of personality into a past he didn' t remember and had no 
right in save the right of imaginative anxiety or historical 
care, which is recognized by no one. (62) 

The first historical dossier that Pynchon, via Stencil, presents 

concerns the Fashoda episode, a critical moment in European imperialism. 

In any narrative, focalization or point of view determines a great deal; 

Chapter Three presents a series of fictional events related to the his-

torical crisis, each from a diffcrent point of view but always with the 

guiding vision of Stencil' s combinat ion of "imaginative anxiety or his-

torical care" in the background. The eight separate focalizers in the 
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chapter offer very different perspectives on the events they observe. In 

more conventional narratives, writes Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, the "norInS" of 

the text "in accordance with which the events and characters" are evalu-

ated "are presented through a single dominant perspective, that of the 

narrator-focal~zer" (B1). pynchon' s use of multiple focalizers undermines 

any single s~nse of norms as interpreti ve guides. In this kind of situa-

tion, Rimmon-Kenan observes, 

the single authoritative external focalizer gives way to a 
pIura lit y of ideologicai positions . . . . Sorne of these posi
tions may concur in part or in whole, others may be mutually 
oppose<l, the interplay among them provoking a non-unitary, 
'polyphonie' reading of the text. (B1) 

This "non-unitary, 'polyphonie'" reading may presumably be extended to 

encompass a reading of history itseIf, a reading that couid allow space 

for non-synchronous and disparate experience. 

In the other "Stencilized" chapters as well this technique is 

empIoyed. Whether it is a shifting focalizer (ch. 7), Stencil' s adaptation 

of someone eIse' s story (ch. 9), or the rendering of someone else' s diary 

(ch .11), "the single authoritative externai focalizer" is always 

undermL'1c-:l. pynchon' s use of this technique allows him to present a 

glimpse of the world from various perspectives, an imaginat ive attempt to 

cross those "r'lagic frontiers" that separate different universes of dis-

course. We are reminded however of the diff iculty of doing 50, of escap-

ing from our towers, by the fa ct that both the focalizers who provide a 

centre of consciousness and to sorne degree the events related have been 

"Stencilized". Yet balancing this narrative instability is the historical 

detail: the Mahdi, the Fashoda episode, the seige of Malta. These are 

matters of historical fact and Pynchon does not seem concerned with chal-

lenging ~hat status. According to the history books, the Herero uprising 
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of 1904 did oeeur and was suppressed by von Trotha in the manner Pynchon 

relates, and in 1922 the Bondels, led by Abraham Morris did unsuccessfully 

rise against the white South African government. 3 

It is worth pointing out that wha tever the episternologica l traps 

that lie tangled within Stencil' s obsession with V., the subtext of every 

historical. narrative he produces has to do with imperialist conquest or 

violence, with a steady current of racisrn. EVE.!n in the chapter "V. in 

love," the least overtly political of the historical chapters, there 

occurs a profusion of references to race and im~erial.isrn probing the 

"erotic and aesthetic fascination with 'the Orient'" that Andreas Huyssen 

similarly ch&racterizes as a "deeply problematic" element of European mod-

ernism (51). It is in these themes of race and colonial history that the 

contin:lity of V. lies and it is a continuity that r:emains undisturbed by 

the epistemological apor jas presented by the novel. However much the pos-

sibility of final knowledge is undermined and narrative shown to be 

unstable, pynchon seems at times to address the reader direct ly and 

without a trace of episternological distress: 

[Hanging] had been a popular form of killing during the Great 
Rebel.lion of 1904-07, when the I-lereros and Hottentots, who 
usually fought one another, staged a simultaneOu5 but 
uncoordinated rising against an incompetent German administra
tion. General Lothar von Trotha, having demonstrated to Berlin 
during his Chinese and East African campaigns a certaln exper
tise at suppressing pigmented populations, was brought in to 
deal with the Hereros. In August 1904, von Trotha issued his 
"Vernichtungs Befehl," whereby the German forces were ordered 
to exterminate systematically every Herero man, woman and 
child they could find. He was about 80 percent successful. Out 

3 While sorne critics have questioned the veracity of Pynchon' s his
torical detail in the light of the evident fertility of his imagination, 
Arnold Cassola argues that "Pynchon has taken the trouble to investl.gate 
everything to the last detail. His 'historical' narrative i5 based on 
documentary evidence" (311). 
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of the estimated 80,000 Hereros living in the territory in 
1904, an official German census taken seven years later set 
the Herero population at only 15,130, this being a decrease of 
64,870. Similarly the Hottentots were reduced in the same 
period by about 10,000, the Berg-Damaras by 17,000. Allowing 
for natural causes ducing those unnatural years, von 'l'rotha, 
who stayed for only one of them, is reckoned to have done away 
with about 60, 000 people. This i13 only 1 per cent of six mi1.-
1.ion, but still pretty good. (244-45) 

AH this information i5 a matter of verifiable historica1. "fact". The 

only trace of irony in this section occurs in the last sentence, and it 

doe13 nothing to undermine the certainty of the account--instead it adds 

power to it. 

While Pynchon may sometimes seem to accept a relativist position, he 

has not rejected the possibility of moral judgement--difficult, relative 

and tentative though it may be. Mondaugen, at one point during the seige 

party, sets off in search of the power generator so that he can tap sorne 

of the electricity for his experiments, The generator he actual1.y finds 

is of a more syrnbolic nature than he had intended however: 

FOppl' s own plancté'rium, a circular room with a great wooden 
sun, overlaid with gold leaf, burning cold in the very center 
and round it the nine planets and their moons, suspended from 
track13 in the ceiling, actuated by a coar13e cobweb of chains, 
pulleys, belts, racks, pinions and worms, a1.1 receiving their 
prime impulse from a treadmil1. in the corner, usua1ly operated 
for the amusement of the guests by a Bondelschwartz [slave], 
now unoccupied. (239) 

Ignoring the reference to slavery, one rnight argue that the epistemologi-

cal metaphor here concerns the way we construct our rea1.ity, our universe, 

and suggests that our constructions are, 1ike Stencil' s, rather clumsy at 

times. Mondaugen has, odd though it may seem, danced into the room with a 

young woman whose declared "purpose on earth 1s to tantalize and send 

raving the race of men" (239). The rhythm of the music they had been 

dancing to i5 transformed into a kind of cosmic rhythm as 
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1 Mondaugen released her, s kipped t 0 the t readmi 11 and began a 
jog-trot that set the solar system iu motion, creaking and 
whining in a way that raised a prickling in the teeth. Rat
tling, shuddering, the wooden planets began to rotate and 
spin. Saturn' s rings to whirl, moons the~r precessions, our 
own Earth its nutational wobble, aU picking up speed; as the 
girl continued to dance, having chosen Venus for her partner; 
as Mondaugen dashed along his own geodesic, following in the 
footsteps of a generation of slaves. (239) 

Again, it is possible to read this as a dernonstration that love (or at 

least desire) rnakes the world go round. And Pynchon with his fine sense 

of cliché perhaps ir.tends this. But the final allusion once ilga5 n is to 

slavery, oppression. without knowing it, MondauCTen has found the gp.ner-

ator, although not the one he was looking for. 50 trbreathing heavily," he 

"staggered off the treadmill to carry on his des:ent and search for the 

generator" (240). For the reader at least there :'Jhould be less ambiguity 

surrounding the power generator an j the generation cf slaves as Mondaugen 

reaches bottom in his descent and f inds, perhaps, the very slave whose 

place as generator on the planetary treadmill had been unoccupied. 

As if the entire day had come into being only to prepare him 
for this, he discovered a Bondel male, face down and naked, 
the back and but tocks showing scar tissue from old s J ambok~ng'l 

as weIL as more recent wounds, laid open across the flesh like 
so many toothless smiles .' . Mondaugen approached the man 
and stooped to listen for breathing or a heartbeat, trying not 
to see the white vertebra that winked at him f rom one long 
opening. (240) 

The seerningly incongrous images that accompany th~s scene, of sm~les 

and a wink, underscore with a grim irony the power of metaphorical repre-

sentation. 4 The wounds that Mondaugen represents as smiles and winks can 

4 As weIl, the idea that wounds and rnouths have a certain similarity 
is not original to pynchon: "Mouths are often likened to wounds in 
Shakespeare. The image may derive from their appearance, and from the 
idea that they could speak as witnesses to what caused them" (Abrams 515 
n.9). pynchon' 5 use of one wound a~ ln eye and another as a mouth thus 
combines, perhaps, bath witnessing and testifylng possibilities. 
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be read as the literal inscription of the desire and power of the ùppres-

sor on the body of the slave--from the point. of view of the torturer, a 

point of view that Mondaugen has passively accepted. Eventually, however, 

he decides to leave the white enclave: "Mondaugen this time withdrew, 

preferring at last neither to watch nor to listen" (278). 

His drarnatic crossing of the ravine separating the seige party from 

the rest of the ~'orld is highly symbolic--the seige is, in V., political 

and epistemological as weIl as military. He drops a plank across a narrow 

part of the abyss and works "his way gingerly across, trying not to look 

down at the tiny stream two hundred feet: below" (278-79). The ravine 

represents a significant epistemological gap with overt moral con-

sequences, and Mondaugen is crossing one of the "rnagical frontiers", going 

beyond "the limits" of that particular world. He makes his way thrcugh 

the scrubland until he meets 

a Bondei riding on a donkey. The Bondel had lost his right 
arm. "All over", he said. "Many Bondels dead, baases dead, 
van Nijk dead. My wornan, younkers dead." He let Mondaugen 
ride behind hirn. At that point Mondaugen didn' t know where 
they were going. As the sun climbed he dozed on and off, his 
cheek against the Bondel' s scarred back . . . Soon as they 
trot ted along the Bondel began ta sing . . . . The song was in 
Hottentot d~alect, and Mondaugen couldn' t understand it. (279) 

Disoriented and in many ways uncomprehending after the literal bridging of 

a sublime abyss, a "magic frontier", an "invisible forcefield", he has 

arrived at the conditions of possibility of another state of mind, beyond 

the seige mentality. His non-cvrnprehension of the Bondel .anguage does 

not constitute a threat. The scarred back of the Bondel can be considered 

a kind of text that can be read in different ways in different cultural 

and historical situations (even as "smiles" and "winks"), but the exist-

ence of the scars themselves is not in doubt. Although "history 1s not a 
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text" writes Jameson, "it is inaccessible to us except in textual form" 

(1981 35). Here the text of history is inscribed in the scars on the 

backs of i' 5 victims. Writing of another colonized group--Latin Arnerican 

Indians--Michel de Certeau asserts that in the body language of scars 

the Indians preserve a painful recognition of four and a half 
centuries of colonization. Dominated but not vanquished, they 
keep alive the memory of what the Europeans have "forgotten"-
a continuous series of uprisings and awakenlngs Wh1Ch have 
le ft hardly a trace in the occupier3' historiographical llter
ature. This history of resistance marked by cruel repression 
i~ marked on the Indian's body as much as it i3 recorded in 
transmitted accounts--or more 50. 

For them, these "scars on the body proper--or the fallen 'heroes' or 

'martyrs' who correspond ta them in narrative" constitute as well "the 

index of a history yet to be made" (227). 

There i3 a clear moral and historical imperative governing pynchon's 

representation of "real" historical events and their apparently repetitive 

pattern. It can be detected, for example, in the way the Bondel's 

postrevolutionary song (a failed revolution) echoes in V. through decades 

and across cultures: in Porcepic's appropriation of African polyrhythms 

for white European modernist music (402), and in Sphere's bl~ck Arnerican 

jazz with its "rising rhythms of African nationalism" (60). While a num-

ber of patterns do repeat in the historical and the contemporary chapters, 

it is an overstatement to claim as Molly Hite does that reality in V. 13 

somehow "static . . . which suggests that past and present exist 

simultaneously or even that they are reversible . . . in V. past and pre-

sent reflect each other in receding vistas" (51). There can be no ques-

tien, for example, of reversing the ~~nocidal atrocities carried out 

against the Hereros, and to suggest an equivalence to "Mafia winsome' s 

intellectual racism" (Winsome is an Ayn Rand-type of character) is clearly 
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as dispropo.ctionate as is her equivalence of Foppl' s .seige party (with its 

racist torture, murder, rape and depravity) and the relatively mild 

bohemianism of the Whole Sick Crew (64-65). This response to the novel is 

quite common however and results from approaching it as an formalist 

epistemological puzzle (albeit a puzzle that may not allow the possibility 

of a solution), or an abstract philosophical statement, to the exclusion 

of the overt social and historical detail. 

Most critics would no doubt agree with Richard Patteson that for 

Stencil, "V. is in a sense a vast hall of mirrors in which . . . an 

indefinite number of variations" may be discovered, "but no way out of his 

dilemma" (25). The recurrence of mirror imagery in discussions of. V. is 

symptomatic of a prevalent problem in postmodernism: the possibility that 

an acceptance of relativity entails a trivializing of interpretation--even 

a kind of solipsi~m. Bloch argues that in some versions of historical 

relativism 

The very proces3 of history is broken up . . . . historical 
relativism i3 here turned into something static; it is being 
caught in cultural monads, that is, culture souls without 
windows, with no links among each other, yet full of mirrors 
facing inside. (Fabian 44-45) 

A dangerous tendency of cultural relativism, Fabian adds, is the fact 

"thaL such mirrors, if placed at propitious angles, also have the 

miraculous power to make real objects disappear" (45). Bloch and Fabian 

undoubtedly have an important point: certainly there are aspects of post-

modernism and cultural relativism that effectively de-realize history--it 

has been argued that sorne of White's work lends itself to this possibility 

for example. Yet this need not be the case. There is a corollary to this 

mirror imagery: if placed at certain other propitious angles, mirrors have 

an equally miraculous poweL to present objects and perspectives previously 
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unavailable te perception. Pynchon's postrnedern rnirrors may indeed con-

ceal many things and present many illusions and deceptions, but they a1so 

re-present historical situations and events that had hitherto remained 

obscured fram sight. By means of a postmodern historical relativism, 

rather than making events disappear, he is ma king present what seems to be 

a remarkable history of western racism, fr0m the atrocities of colonial i sm 

to the somewhat more covert racism of America at the time of writing. 

It is a1so not entirely accurate to c1aim, as H~te does, that "in v. 

nobody seems to learn anything." Sphere, Rachel, Mai]stra1 all seem 

to progress in their understanding of the world. And wh~le it is true 

that "Benny Profane's 1ast words in the book are 'Offhand l'd say 1 

haven't lear~ed a goddam thing'" (51), Profane is not set up as an idea1 

or universal specimen. N0r is Stencil, whose po1icy toward kncwledge i3 

either obsess1ve or "Approach and avoid" (55), to be considered a 

universal epistemological model: 

it hadn't really ever stopped being the same ~i~~le-minded, 
literal pursuit, V. ambiguously a beast of ven/~ry, chased like 
the hart, hind or hare .... And clownish St,'ncil capering 
a10ng behind her, bells aJingle, wav~ng d wooden, toy oxgoad. 
For no one's amusement but h~s own. (61-62) 

Surely there is a middle ground between Profane (who claims ta under~t~nd 

nothing; to 1earn nothing) and his ooposite, Stencil (who seeks to com-

prehend the totality of experience). Much of the book i3 written ln a 

slapstick tone which encourages at best a 1imited identification with the 

characters. As readers we need not choose only between the two: instead, 

it ought to be possible to learn something ourselves. However subject ive 

our interpretation of Pynchon's interpretation of history m~ght be, there 

are, in the end, facts that are presented in V. as history, and these 

facts are often lelated to themes of political oppression. 
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The point here is neither to hypostatize facts nor to relativize 

them out of ezistence. As Said contends, "Facts do not speak for them-

S'alves but require a socially acceptable narrative to absorb, sustain and 

circulate them" (1984 14). And, he continues, in atone almost reminis-

cent of Chateaubriand, 

where are the facts if not embedded in history, and then 
reconstituted and recovered by human agents stirred by sorne 
perceived or desired or hoped-for historical narrative whose 
aim is to restore justice to the di'5possessed. (16) 

pynchon's history is an attempt to remind us about certain aspects of our 

heritage that we might prefer to overlook as we select the materials from 

whic~ to construct Our narrative of the pasto And no matter how much j~ 

~s argued that the past is our own creation, we create it out of a limited 

supply of bu~lding materials: 

People read whdt news they wanted to and each accordingly 
built his own rathouse of history's rags and straws. In the 
city of New York alone there were at a rough estimate five 
million different rathouses. . Doubtless their private ver-
sions of history showed up in action. (225) 

Doubtless everyone's version of history does show up in action, which is 

why it is sa important to examine the construction of history in order to 

come to an understanding of the complex relationship between ideology and 

praxis. In theory there may be an infinite number of designs for the 

rathouse, but in practice there is a finite (and remarkably consistent) 

number of headlines to build with, and many rathou$es display a certain 

similarity. The building of a historical rathouse is not simply a matter 

of jouissance, of the free play of the imagination: such a "Postmodern 

Style of History" wou Id, as Hal Foster fears, "signal the disintegration 

of style and the collapse of history" (73) . 

In Pyachon's work, however, history is in no danger of collapsing. 

The Herero-Bondel episode in V. is not at aIl an isolated one. The Mahdi, 



1 

~95 

alluded to in Chapter Three, was a nationalist, millenarian movement which 

had attempted to repall the colonizing British. Historical accounts of 

the Battle of Omdurman (1898), yet another of V.' s sieges, are chilllnq. 

Against a large army of Sudanese, most of whom fought with spears, the 

British forces used heavy artillery with the resuit that on the 

battlefieId, more than 10,000 Sudanese died immediately and uncounted more 

men, women, and children died of wounds or in the shelling of the cüy 

As a fitting ~onc1usion to this military and epistemological destruction, 

after the fighting wa_ over, the tomb of the Mahdi, the only buildtng of 

size in the city and "an obJect of veneratLon the focal point of the 

religious and political life of the capital was destroyed" (Daly 4-5) 

Thus the decimation of the population was accompan::.ed by the dest ruct i on 

of the symbolic center or orientation point of their sensus communis. 

Elsewhere, one of Stencil' 5 impersonations considers the st range 

history of Egypt's Lake Mareotis: 

Beneath the lake were 150 villages, submerged by a man-made 
Flood in 1801, when the Engl~sh eut through an ~sthmus of 
desert during the siege of Alexandna, ta let the Mediter
ranean in. Waldetar l~ked ta think that the waterEowl soarinq 
thick in the air were ghosts of Eel1ah~n. What submarine 
wonders at the floor of !-1areot~s' Lost country' houses, 
hovels, farms, water wheels, all intact 

Dl.d the narwhal pull the~r plows'! Devllf~sh dr~ve "hel( 
water wheels? (79) 

Here again we are given historical faet w:!.t.hout epistemolog~cal complica-

tion but accompanied by a quiet but powerful, even lyrical, sense r)f hlS-

torical pathos. The incident is a kind of historical cur:!.oslty as well, 

sinee it occurred as part of the British campaign against the French 1er:! 

by Nap::>leon, and neither nationality remained in Egypt long aEter the 

battle. It was, in a sense, a precursor ta the Fashoda crisis wh:!.ch aiSr) 

pitted the British against the French, but without the overt col0nlal13~ 
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mot~ve for ~he British. E.M. Forster discusses the incident in his book 

on the city of Alexandria and, as an example of h~storical relativism and 

the de-realization of history, it is worth juxtaposing his accaunt with 

the accounL Pynchon gives to Waldetar. What is now "Lake Mariout [sic] 

was almost dry," Forster writes. "It contained a little fresh water, but 

most of its enormous bed was under cultivation." In a strategie move to 

isolate the french troops in Alexandria the British opened a channel. 

"The salt watel rushed in, to the delight of the British soldiers, and in 

a month thousands of acres had been drowned." The move was a mi1itary 

success. The French 9urrendered and both imperialist armies retired: "we 

had accomp1ished our aim, and had no rea5an to remain in the country any 

longer; we left it to our allies the Turk5.~ For5ter's e1i510n of the 

Jnhabitants from th~3 narrative is made aIl the more strange by use of the 

metaphor "drowned" to describe the acres in5tead of the people whose fate 

does not, in this account, merit notice. Indeed, Forster sugge5ts, they 

should be grateful for receiving the attention of Europeans; brief though 

it was, it rescued the area from a kind of native stupor: 

But the sleep of so many centuries had been broken. The eyes 
Though 

age had 
of Europe were again directed ta the deserted shore. 
Napoleon had fai1ed and the British had retired, a new 
begun for Alexandria. Life flowed back into her, just 
waters, when Hutchinsan cut the dyke, flowed back into 
Mariout. (93) 

as the 
Lake 

The prablem of point of v~ew in history i5 central here. Deserted 

by whom? The imperidlist forces who returned immediately ta Europe? The 

inhabitants whose lives were submerged beneath the salt water? White 

argues that although we claim "to rank events in terms af their warld-

historical significance that significance i5 Iess world historicai 

than simply Western European," representing "a perspective that is 
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culture-specifie, not universal at all" (9-10). Forster reiterates the 

kind of culture-specifie historical narrative that White cr~ticizes and 

Pynchon is self-consciously undermining. As one of V.'s characters points 

out, 

We can always so easily give the wrong reasons ... can say' 
the Chinese campaigns, they were for the Queen, and India for 
some gorgeous notion of Empire. l know. l have saict these 
things to my men, the public, to myself. There are Englishmen 
dying in South Africa today and about to die tomorrow who 
believe these words as--I dare say you believe in God. (169) 

It is at a point such as this that his technical manipulation of narrative 

together with his overt subject matter combine to subç.rt the standard 

historical accounts. This reference to South Africa is as tlmely today as 

it was in 1963 when it was written, or perhaps more sa, as mainsLream 

political and his~orical opinion on South Africa seems gradually to be 

undergoing an alteration--yet another illustration of historical ur h~s-

toriographical relativity. White, whose linkage of narrative and duthor-

ity was quoted earlier, writes that 

The more historically self-conscious the writer of any form of 
historiography, the more the question of the social s!stem and 
the law which sus tains it, the authority of thio9 law ,lOd its 
justification, and threats to this law occupy his att€nt~on 
(13) 

Pynchon's self-condc~ousness as a historian and otherwise have often be~n 

observed, but the p=oblem of social or political authority has not 

generally been cvllsidered central to V. Yet the novel io9 replete w':'th 

examples of this kind of reference to authority both in the events of his-

tory and in the nar~ative representations of those events. Whether the 

examples are drawn from Egyptian, Sudanese, Namibian or Maltese history, 

the rooms in Pynchon's rathouse exhibit a consistently radical rereading 

of European imperialism. 
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Yet pynchon is no dogmatist: any final interpretation--of history or 

of his story--remains thwarted. As Schaub argues, "he is adamantly 

opposed . . . to the creation of any stable, fixed "history" (110). Pyn-

chon's project is not primarily a reconstruction of history from the point 

of view of its victims, although elements of this are present in the 

novel. Instead he works to decenter the established authoritative objec-

tive western account of historical events. Mink argues that 

The cognitive function of narrative form, then, i5 not just to 
relate a succession of events but to baQy forth an ensemble af 
interrelationships of many different kinds as a single whole. 
In fictional narrative the coherence of such complex farms 
affords aesthetic or emotional satisfaction: in historical 
narrative it additionally claims truth. But this is where the 
problem arises. (144-45) 

Pynchon, of course, is well aware of the problem and at the possible 

expense of "aesthetic or emotional satisfaction" has sacrificed, to some 

degree, the tatality implied in the idea of "single whale" story. Instead 

he is faithful to the fact that, as Mink (cited abave) observes, one event 

may be appear in different staries, tald by different narrative cam-

munities and its signific~nce may vary enormously with its place in these 

different narratives. (144-45) 

Pynchon might even agree with Jamesan that pastmodernism's resart ta 

the sublime and to relativity need not necessarily remain an end in 

itself; the point is rather liTa undo pastmodernism homeopathically by the 

methods of postmodernism . . . ta reconquer sorne genuine historical sense 

by us~ng the instruments of what l have called substitutes for histary" 

(1987 42). In any case, Pynchon's historiographical practice in V. 

amounts to the implosion of the culture-specif1C historical narrative that 

White has outlined. As Stencil Sr. observes, The Situation is an n-

dimensional mish-mash (460) and Pynchon demonstrates this technically by 
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undenmining to su ch a degree the stable representation of historical fact, 

stuffing the novel full of references to every theory of history 

imaginable, and yet continuing to render historical facts. Despite Sten-

cil's impersonations, V. does not, by itself, articulate the discoure of 

the Other to any great extent. But by fragrnenting the monolithic western 

narrative of objective historical realism it works toward opening the 

heterodox discursive spa ce in which that narrative of alterity, of non-

synchronous and discrepant experience may be articulated and, possibly, 

even understood. "There' s no organized effort about it," explains the 

narrator of V. in relation to the inhabitants of exotic lands, "but there 

remains a grand joke on all visitors to Baedeker's world: the permanent 

residents are actually humans in disguise" (78). Pynchon's fiction con-

stitutes an attempt to reveal the human behind the disguise, to create the 

conditions of possibility under which jarring historical witnesses might 

testify. 

In his retrospective introduction to Slow Learner, published twenty 

years after V., Pynchon writes that 

It may yet turn out that racial differences are not as basic 
as questions of money and power, but have served a use fuI pur-
pose . in keeping us divided and 50 relatively poor and 
powerless. (xxi) 

Yet in V., written while the American civil rights movement gathered 

momentum, it is racial difference that is explored most fully. Early in 

the novel, Paola teaches her friends a song that she had learned from a 

French paratrooper on "leave from the fighting in Algeria"--Algeria, being 

perhaps the most well-publicized anti-colonial war irnmediately prier te 

the U.S. involvement in Viet Nam, was no doubt in the news while V. was 

being written: 
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Demain le noir matin 
Je fermerai la porte 
Au nez des années mortes; 
J'irai par les chemins. 
Je mendierai ma vie 
Sur la terre et sur l'onde, 
Du vieux au nouveau monde. (18-19) 

300 

Closing t'1e door on the dead years, for this soldier, can only mean clos-

ing the door on the historical era of colonialism. Yet most of the many 

military characters in V. live below the horizon of historical conscious-

ness, participating in it without much awareness of the political and his-

torical pressures behind military action. When the Suez crisis occurs, 

the sailors in V. talk of many things, but not of the historical or 

political background. The lack of awareness on the part of the characters 

in V. has been commented on by a number of critics as has the novel's lack 

of tangible hope. But there may be, as V.'s Eigenvalue says, folds and 

crests in the fabric of history 

such that if we are situated . . . at the bottom of a fold, 
it's impossible to determine warp, woof or pattern anywhere 
else [and] it 15 assumed there are others, compartmented 
off into sinuous cycles each of which come ta assume greater 
importance than the weave itself and destroy any continuity. 
Thus it is that we are charmed by the funny-looking 
automobiles of the '30's, the curious fashions of the '20's, 
the peculiar moral habits of our grandparents. We produce and 
attend musical comedies about them and are ccnned into a false 
memory, a phony nostalgia about what they were. We are accor
dingly lost. to any sense of a continuous tradition. Perhaps 
if we lived on a crest, things would be different. We could 
at least see. (156) 

v. may then be read as an attempt to foster, if not clear vision, 

then at least the necessary conditions in which clearer vision might be 

possible. The vision that V. seems to explore is, as weIl, one that i5 

able to focus on the lives of the dispossessed and the victims, in rela-

tion to the discourses of power that oppress them. To this end, pynchon 

examines sorne of the implications of cultural and historical relativism 
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and of the sublime; the latter is present in both aspects discussed by 

Lyotard. The first--the ultimately unrepresentable nature of the event 

and the plurality of historical interpretation--has bp.en d~scussed ear-

lier. "The art object," writes Lyotard, "no longer bends itself to models 

[of the beautiful] but tries to present the fact that there is an 

unpresentable" (1985 12). The other aspect of the sublime is perhaps more 

peculiarly contemporary: "the sublime," he writes, "is kindled by the 

threat of nothing further happening . .. What is terrifying is that the 

It happens that does not happen, that it stops happening" (10). Lyotard' s 

idea of nothing further happening entails the end of the narrative, and 

the end of the social possibility of creating narrative can only coincide 

with the destruction of that society--as the plight of the Namibian 

Hereros in 1904 demonstrates,5 or as Said has argued in reference to the 

palestinian question (1984). 

The end of the unfolding narratives of history on a global scale is 

apocalypse, the sublime spectacle of unrepresentable terror. "The sublime 

has not lost its link to terror," writes Huyssen. ~For what could be more 

sublime and unrepresentable than the nuclear holocaust, the bomb being the 

signifier of an ultimate sublime" (46). As long as events continue to 

unfold, however, it is possible to represent them in one way or another as 

something happening, continuing the narrative as it were. But the pos-

sibility echoes throughout V. that the end of the story, the end of his-

tory, :nay be imminent, as "the balloon" appears set to "go up" on a number 

5 The difficulties of the Hereros, of course, continue--until 
recently as longstanding victims of an illegal South African occupation. 
See Karla poewe study The Namibian Herero: A History of Their Psychosocial 
Disintegration of Survi val. 
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of occasions and western society seems about to tear itself apart in war 

yet again. The novel ends as the troops prepare for another neo-colonial 

showdown--Suez. "The Middle East," says Stencil Jr., "cradle of civiliza-

tion, may yet be its grave" (387). This ending signals an attempt to con-

nect the historical record and the novel itself to present conditions in 

the world, to historicize contemporary politics in a radical context. 

pynchon is contributing another dimension to the design of the historical 

rathouse that is to be built out of the headlines about the Suez crisis. 

Writing of the story that became chapter three of V., Pynchon 

observes that although World War I takes on the power of an "apocalyptic 

showdown, " 

Our common nightmare The 80mb is in there tao. It was bad 
enough in '59 and is much worse now, as the level of danger 
has continued to grow. ., Except for that succession of 
the criminally insane who have enjoyed power since 1945, 
including the power to do something about it, most of the rest 
of us poor sheep have always been stuck with simple, standard 
fear. 1 think we have aIL tried to deal with this slow 
escalation of our helplessness and terror in the few ways open 
to us, from not thinking about it to going crazy about it. 
Somewhere on this spectrum of impotence is writing fiction 
about it. (1985 xxix) 

Pynchon's approriation of epistemological relativism and the historical 

sublime constitutes in many ways an early example of the move toward 

racial integration and non-coercive understanding that was to become a 

central tenet of radical politics in the 1960s. In a study of the libera-

tional possibilities of cultural relativity, Dirlik writes: 

Hegemony requires a center, not only in spa ce but also in 
time. The decentering of the hegemonic group, be it class or 
nation, deprives history of a center and the hegemonic group 
of its claims upon history. Culturalism that achieves this 
end points ta a liberating possibility, if only as a pos
sibility (27). 

Yet the fragility of this sense of possibility must be noted. 

Indeed, as Dirlik (and many others) points out, sorne kinds of postmodern 
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thought have the effect of de-realizing concrete historical experience 

quite thoroughly, compounding rather than helping to ease the post-

colonial situation. What is needed, 

it needs to be stressed, is not an epistemology the goal of 
which is to discover abstract tcuths, but an epistemology with 
an intention, one that seeks to overcome the alienation that 
is implicit in the notion of truth conceived abstractly (45). 

There is no reason to assume that postmodernism, as an "ism", can provide 

the appropriate concrete historical, philosophical or political framework. 

If it can, writes Huyssen, it "will have to be a postmodernism of 

resistance, including resistance to that easy postmodernism of the 'any-

thing goes' variety" (52). As a postmodern historiographical novel--a 

novel about historical representation as weil ~s about historical events--

pynchon's V. does point in that direction. 
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CONCLUSION. 

In The Historical Novel, one of the first modern studies of the 

genre, historian Herbert Eutterfield suggests that 

Whatever connection the historical novel may have with the 
history men write and build up out of their conscious studies, 
or with History, the past as it really happened, the thing 
that is tDe object of study and research, it certainly has 
something to do with . . . that mental pictu:t. -) which each of 
us makes of the pasti it helps our imagination to build up its 
idea of the past. (2) 

Since it concerns our ideas, history--fictional or not--is a story that 

concerns the present, even the future, as weIl as the pasto The present 

situation exerts, in various ways, a determining influence on the way the 

past is perceived and on the way it can be representedi the future, as a 

projected continuation or culmination of the past and present, draws both 

to it in ways that alter their shape. Moreover, history is a story that 

is not solely concerned with time and events. In its representation of 

those times and events, it functions as a forro of self-representation and 

self-definition for the social groups in question. The social identity of 

the narrative community is constituted both positively (by inclusion) and 

negatively (through exclusion--whether by being represented as alien, 

'other,' or siroply through the absence of representation). 

The novels discussed in this thesis concern themselves explicitly 

with history in both senses of the term--events in the past and the narra-

tive record of those events. What the novels articulate is the struggle 

among social groups over the power and author-ity to narrate, and the 
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struggle for possession of the power to impose the legitimate categories 

in terms of whieh the narration is to be articulated. It is, in a sense, 

a struggle over point of view, over the power to select from among the 

jarring witnesses the aecounts that may be accepted as legitimate 

testimony. Von Ranke's great insight that the writing of history is, 

finally, impossible without the selection of a point of view is borne out 

here--his other great insight concerning history as the more or less 

transparent arcount of "what actually happened" notwithstand1ng. Yet the 

difficulty of arbitrating between the groups of jarring witnesses, of 

taking a position with respect to the selection of, and versions of, 

events to be privileged in narrative is a longstanding problem to which 

philosophers of history have often returned. In some ways the distance 

between F.H. Bradley and Hayden White is, however, less than one might 

expect: both emphasize the importance of the social forces that are 

inevitably influential in the narration of the past; both understand 

clearly that the "weightiest interests are at stake" (Bradley) in the rep

resentations of the past that are produced; and both explore the determin

ing role of taeit presuppositions on the construction of historical knowl-

edge. 

The novels discuss~d in Part II are certainly secure in their 

canonical status, and jU5tifiably 50. In discussing the limits of the 

historiographie perspective in these novels, my intention is not to attack 

the novels but to understand the limits that inevitably bound them. Con

rad, Ford and Faulkner were men of their time and of their communities; 

their novels articulate the tensions present at that time w1thin those 

social groups. Indeed, it would be strange if the ideological structures, 
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tensions, and boundaries of their social worlds were not present in their 

works. Insightful as they are, sorne of their perceptions of the social 

world are not wholly adequate to the ;,~re heterodox reality of the pre-

sent. This has been 8 busy century, and we are separated from them by 

much h~story. Their value to us exists not in accepting their social 

visions whole, but in understanding the ideological structures that 

enabled those specific orchestrations of heteroglossia, identifying what 

will no longer suffice (to borrow Wallace Stevens's phrase), and attempt-

ing to work out new approaches. 

Edward Said has recently argued that "the fundamental historical 

problem of modernism" is that the dominant Western social groups "were 

being asked to take the Other seriously . . . . The subaltern and the COn-

stitutively different suddenly achieved disruptive articulation exactly 

where in European culture silence and compliance could previously be 

depended on to quiet them down." As a result of this social crisis, this 

cross-cultural contact, the doxic unit y of culture, the sense of a single 

sacrosanct language (Bakhtin) can be seen to be breaking down; in response 

ta the conflicting narratives of many different cultural groups, the great 

metanar~atives of European culture gradually lose their legitimizing 

power. 1 To this {multi)cultural challenge, writes Said, 

modernism responded with the formal irony of a culture unable 
to say yes, we should give up control, or no, we shall hold on 
regardless: a self-conscious contemplative passivity for~s 
itself, as Geo~g Lukacs noted perspicaciously, into paralysed 
gestures of aestheticized powerlessness. (1989 222-23) 

1 Said cites Lyotard here, but criticizes the lack of historical and 
political context in The postmodern Condition. 
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Modernlsm consequently "foundered on or WIS !!1',"'11 ln ,,'III.'IlI!'I.I· \'. 

lrO'1y " This summary descrlptlon, Wllll .. :,~d.J.'t 1\"" d".'" 1','1111 

slg!iificdnt pattern in the thrce !lovel'; .110.;,'\1',';,',1 III 1','11 ,1 

three Cdses, the certainty of the eple rn,nol,)CjIC,ll l','ill 1"11 l, '\\ ... 11 ! \ 

l.trevoeably undermi'1ed, yet the languagt' group'; r(l!l';1 11111111'1 Il,,, ',,\ 11"1' 

of those dominant groups are not granted ~t::d 1 P"I-""! ,>1 "1""'('11 ."\ .f'II-

impdsse thus results. In Nostromo, the lrace of erIC \lnit y l, olt '1111'" 

dlsplayed and dl.seredited; yet Conrad dOf!:J not t Il t'Il l ,-·.tell t"'Y"lld t II' 

orthodox llmits of his own culture in seélrch nt slll'!,lL'm"ld.il ('1 111"1111 

tive defl.nitions of the h.1storieal or cultural situ,,1 lllll 1 fI', 1 • '" 1 1 1", 

novel remains within the ironic bounds of a COIl~,er Vdl 1 v" III III l 1',111 t Il ,1 

offF.!rs a crl.tique but no challenge to the eXIstinq pnwer ;111l1'1111' 

Taklng Tl.et]ens inl.tially as a representative lIgure !(,! Ill.' t", t ,,1 

Brltish upper class tradition, Ford records lhe deml ',t~ ul 

and centrality of that class. Yet since It is made in 1 h,' f1dm,' ,1 Il" 

specific, if l.ncreasingly obsolete, elass l.nleresto.;, dncl ,1IW" fi' ,1 li, ' 

groups are given serlous consideration, the critlquI~ mOIIlII",j d'1IIII,1 111"\ 

ernity suffers a consequent loss of critical foeus ln tlH! lllldi 'J,JllfTI" 'f 

Parade's End. Faulkner' s inability to move beyond dll 1,:';';1'111 1 d J j Y Il .. ,!,,t l'.' 

position--expressed, for example, as the struggle lo :,ay r.(, 1 (' Il •• · 11'1 t"'" 

of Sutpen or Quentin's final repeated "1 don't hate II ''--l''dV'''' 1I.rrl 

~tral.ning against the narrative limits uf hl.s sensus corwnllnis, LuI Id/ I",! 

penetratlng them. l 

? Kenneth Burke notes that the question of sldbl(-! aulh(JI 11 yI. d 
recurrent one. At "different periods in history, then~ hdV'· c'(>"r, 'j'}d' 1 

as to the precise vessel of authority that is to be eon3i~ercd 
'representative' of the society as a whole." Thl'3 sen,>'~ r;f ri ',1 dL l, , 
generally acce~ted point of view--a problematic concept HI mur::h hl ,
toriographical theory--is predicated, at 'ea'3t HI part, Of} tri" ",1 .1 "r." 
of a stable social organizatl.on. In the ab.senee of thal .,·,cid l ,'"td J l' /. 
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The place of lronic f:On'3CIOUSness ln modern narratlve that Sald 

flot \.!'i i'o, according to Hayden White, an Importanl factor ln hlS-

t (,r Ingrclphlc narratlve as weIl. White has observed, for f~'{ample, lhe 

leldt lonship between the rise of irony and "an atmosphere of soclal break-

down or cultural demlse" (1973 232). Echoing Bakhtin's slmilar model of 

the passagû from epic to novel, White notes that "Iruny represents the 

pds~age of the age of heroes and of the capacity to believe in heroes." 

Irony thus represents a stage of consciousness in which the 
problematical nature of language itself has become recognized 

. In Irony, figurative language folds back upon itself 
and brings its own potentialities for distortlng perceptlon 
under question. (37) 

Unlike the epic, "T:le modern novel is born in the consciousness of its 

narraLIve perspeclive," wrIles Robert Weimann, and one is tempted to add 

lhat in the twentieth century that consciousness becomes more precisely a 

ncIrldt ive self-consciousness (256). In response to this situation, he 

cirgues, "lhe reader' s most basic task ln reading a novel lS to resolve the 

1 Iony ln lht' meaning of perspective and to recover that element of whole-

the ~LabIlity of narrative point of view is also thrown into question 
"Petiods of social crisis, ft writes Burke, in a formulation that seems 
cln~e Lü Bourdleu, 

occur when an authoritative class, whose purpose and ideals 
had been generally considered as representative of the total 
society's purposes and ideals, becomes consider~~ as antago
nistic. Their class character, once felt to be the culminat
ing part of the whole, is now felt to be a divisive part of 
the whole. (23) 

ln the novels discussed here, the dominant group in question is nol con-

sldetcd dlvlsive perhaps, but they are seen to have slipped from their 

posltlon of representative centrality. 
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ness to WhlCh pOInl of VJf,\, 13 ln~' '~()Ullt ,'rp,11 t" (.'tH') • 'l! l' 

representat 10ns of the eal ll.>r nov,_l'. do ll(>t cl 1 l 'w 

retrieval of suppressed hldc}... hL~torJcrll "··~"!II"I1."', Ill'! "". l, 1 II" ,I!' l' 

tion of a more thoroughly illlnlc postmod"11l m,>d,> \'! hl.1 '1\ ' Il tl,I\' ,,1 

relat1vizing the claims of '3pecIflc h'.:gcm(Jll1C ('u1tl1l<11 'lI"',!' Illd 1,,\ 11111'1 

histor1cal knowledge accordlngly 

If the novels of Part ,. ,l l f - 1 \ III " l' III ,fil , , 

t.he novels discussed in Part III, Slnce t'Iey ~,tcliid ll1.I V"IY dltl"I'111 

relation tü the dominant dlscourses, re"pond VPI-Y ,ll 1 l, l'III 1 \' 'l'II" 

repeated problems that these te:...ls '.:ncounlel cU" l'",,'d )''1 Ill' ,lit 1'1111)', 

for margInalized groups, of recoverlng SllppIP,·;.'rj hl';I"I''', f. "1 Ill'! Il 

alive, of legitimiz1ng that testlmony and t.ho,(.: Wlt Il' ',', •. , ILl "f IIVIIII 

in the present and constituting a fut.ure Wllh th .. ]'_"ldl Y .! Il. Il 1101 1 

The narrat1ve self-consclousness of 1 he~;e nnvL·1, l,y hl l'~ r,>c. l, III W 'If" Il 

is expressed not so much through formdl self-ref ]'·.-IVII '/ "1 ,1 Il'1 l' 'J'Il,j 

ing point of view or focalization, instead, Jt. 1', ('--PI'" ,.,.j d', 1 hl' ,,'I!-

consciousness of the witness who knows that ',h(' J', P"I'·"I'.'.j t, " Idll III', 

witness yet whose testimony must be rendered Ttl(' li' l t -( ( ! l' (~ 111\1 ,:11' ) l , 

related then not toward the formal possibllity (Ji Ildrl.!1 J'J, dll' tJ,,f II '1 /., r 

se, not toward the ironic critique of hislorloqr dptll C 

the difficult~' of overcoming the aphasla impo'5ed Ly dPI,"' rt'll dfl'j dll' II 

dominant language group. The burden ln thesc novel') t tJi Il l', 1 (, rn'J'J" 

beyond irony to a position recognizlng the exp'.:!r lenC'} .>1 t li" ," ' .... tl'J'.' <l l , 

course has never been heard in the dominanl ln'it 1 tut 1 r,II', dL·j l', 1 t. .. r. f' r. 
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On the other hand, PynchGn's 

, dr'''j th"t rnorl"-~rn narratLve self-con5clousnes5 ta an extreme through 

'r.· ,frn,1l ".'lf-u:fl(',:ivity of hoth narratol and characters, through 

1",1 ,j" lll·"'t,,.j al th.~ gre'1l metanarratives, and through an e:'ploratlon of 

t I" • t Illl(H ','Ilt 1 lClly lhùt 15 evidenl ln bath the events of colonial hlstory 

dll>! Il,1 tr .. hl itollographic dccounts of thos(" events. V. embraces the 

Il'IIIY mOl" tully and ln dOlng 50 pOInts out the less-than-dialoglc basls 

.,f th·- <'ummulllcation that has been carried on in thlS century between dlf-

t"II'nl Idnqudqe groups. 

Il 13 lllcreasingly difticult ta imagine, with E.M Forster, "the 

l ,II q 1 l '_ h IV) V e 1 l '3 t s seated together in a room, a circular room, a sort 

.>/ l'lit l',h r-1U'H~um re, llng-room--dll writing their novels simultaneollsly" 

(1.') ',tJhl1p Forster lt ... mself confronts certain aspects of the problcm of 

.\I1tllldl 1'1Urctllsm in A Passage to India, and whlle he makes lt clear that 

li" l'. Il';111<1 the Lerm "English" here ta refer ta the language and not ta 

t lit' Il>11 1()II, It JS douhtful whether he could have foreseen just how many 

dlV"f ,l' social groups, each witt! its own perspectives, would have ta be 

It'!ltl':>I.'III('d dt that circular table before the century was out. The rela-

t IVI' Ildrl'lU~lity of the room--that had for so long depended upon the taclt 

d'''''~llddncy oi a particular set of perspectives or presuppositions--might 

l" ,-Il<ldflCJCICd by the heterogenous discourses of so many jarring witnesses 

Hut th" '-'!l:-iuing creatl.ve dialogue concerning the significance of the past 

dlll tilt> dlver::w narratives of temporality and social identity emerging 

1I\I)l,' .Ill.! mOl (> f rom sllch a dialogue constitute one important mode of work-

11111 1 hlOllqh the Jang objectIve social crisis that this century has experi-

1 >ll,'<.-d Wc .Ire, indeed, fortunate as readers to have access ta such a 
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variety of narratives and historical perspectJves. And th,lt plcnit u,j,' ()j 

historiographie testimony 15, perhaps, the clo',e'3t wc Céln t'ver dPI)! "cllott t.' 

gra'3ping 'the whole stOly' of the past 
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