


Globalizing Literary Genres

Focused on the relation between processes of globalization and literary 
genres, this volume intervenes in the prevalent notions of globalization, 
literary history, genre, and the novel. Using both close reading and world 
history, both literary criticism and political theory, the book is a timely 
intervention in the debates about world, postcolonial, and transnational 
literature as they have been intensified by critical globalization studies, 
world-systems analysis, Bourdieuan sociology, and cosmopolitanism stud-
ies. It contends that globalization, far from starting in recent decades, has a 
long and complex history, not unlike the history of literature itself, mean-
ing that when we speak of globalization and literature, we in effect invoke 
the entire history of literature. Essays examine literary genres in relation to 
broader historical processes, connecting the present state of globalization 
to such key world-historic events as the early modern geographical and sci-
entific explorations, the Enlightenment, the expansions of modernity in the 
long nineteenth and twentieth centuries, postmodernity and postcoloniality, 
and contemporary counter-hegemonic movements. The book offers inno-
vative readings of the pastoral from Saint-Pierre to Carpentier; the novel 
in Kant and Wieland, and in Diderot and Marx; travel writing from Verne 
to Cortázar; sports writing in James and Kahn; entrelacement in Bolaño, 
Ghosh, and Soderbergh; and also the Mozambican ghost story, Indian genre 
fiction, “fake” autobiographies, Sephardic “language memoirs,” the post-
colonial Gothic, Irish “chick lit,” and counter-hegemonic novels. Making 
important theoretical contributions to a renewed discussion about genre, 
especially genres of narrative fiction, this volume addresses global studies, 
the history of the novel, and debates over periodization and nationalism in 
literary history.
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Introduction
Globalizing Literary Genres

Jernej Habjan

Focusing on the relation between processes of globalization and literary 
genres, this collection of essays raises the following question: in our global-
ized world, why should we study literature and its genres? If our world is the 
accelerating world of globalization, why bother with something as constant, 
inert even, as literary genres? A possible answer, one particularly important 
for this collection, would be to turn the question around and scrutinize 
the very premise that globalization is a recent phenomenon limited to our 
present world. It is precisely by studying such lasting formations as genres 
that we can hope to defamiliarize conventional self-positionings such as “in 
our globalized world,” a topos we tend to use to open any discussion nowa-
days, not just the one on globalization. The very persistence of generic struc-
tures within the rapidly changing literary and cultural production can help 
us acknowledge that economic and political globalization too reach well 
beyond the two or three decades that we usually call “our globalized world.” 
Ultimately, the study of genres should be able to estrange the assumption 
that only “our” world, today’s world, is a truly globalized world and that as 
such it is the obvious opening of any discussion.

Definitions of globalization usually start by acknowledging the difficulty 
of defining globalization; the vagaries of defining globalization seem to be 
part of most definitions themselves. “By its very nature, the idea of global-
ization seems to defy easy definitions,” warns James Annesley (2006, 4) in 
the “Introduction” to his Fictions of Globalization. So we end up with the 
self-confidence of openings à la “in our globalized world,” on the one hand, 
and the self-doubt of actual definitions of this world, on the other—with 
both the openings and the definitions being equally common. Perhaps this 
conceptual self-doubt is the reason why many studies address globalization 
by adding, for example, the conjunction “and” or the preposition “of”: glo-
balization is more often than not globalization and something else, or the glo-
balization of something. And sometimes globalization is even replaced with, 
or at least subordinated to, such notions as Zygmunt Bauman’s liquid moder-
nity, Ulrich Beck’s second modernity, Anthony Giddens’ late modernity, Fred-
ric Jameson’s late capitalism, or, say, Michael Hardt and Toni Negri’s empire.

Globalization is, then, a field of abstract universality that we should con-
cretize. That is, in this abstract field of globalization, we should try to locate 
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at least one element that not only belongs to it, but also embodies it as a 
whole. Condensed in such an element, globalization could finally be thought 
concretely, as concrete universality. When it comes to globalization “and” 
literature—or the globalization “of” literature—one such element may be 
literary genre.

“It is not merely that genre theory has barely moved on in the last thirty 
or forty years but that it has not properly engaged with disciplinary devel-
opments elsewhere,” writes John Frow in 2007; “the counterpoint to the 
central presence of genre in the school classroom has been its decline as a 
vital issue in contemporary literary theory (a decline that nevertheless goes 
hand in hand with its ubiquity as a point of reference)” (Frow 2007, 1627, 
1629). Around the same time Roger Chartier notes that both for intrinsic 
approaches to literature such as the New Criticism and Russian Formal-
ism, and for extrinsic approaches such as reception aesthetics and reader 
response theory, genre was a central concept—before it was marginalized 
both by the intrinsic deconstruction and by the extrinsic New Historicism 
(Chartier 2006, 129–32). It was hence almost half a century ago when, to 
use Mariano Siskind’s formulation (2012, 346), “the imperium of generic 
taxonomies began to break down.” Today, however, a renewed concept of 
genre seems to be reemerging in world literature studies, postcolonial stud-
ies, book history, and other approaches that, at least since the onset of glo-
balization studies, have been returning to the properly historical dimension 
of the literary field. The return of genre—if only merely as, to quote the 
Editorial Statement of the journal Genre, “any regularity in discourse or cul-
ture”—is hence a part of the return of history. It is a wager of this collective 
volume that globalization, far from starting in recent decades, has a long 
and complex history, not unlike the history of literature itself. So, when we 
speak of globalization and literature—or globalization of literature—we in 
effect invoke the entire history of literature. And if we want to approach the 
historical dimension of literature, we might as well start with genre. “If … 
we wish to study literature as an interrelated system of texts and society, 
generic distinctions offer us a procedure to accomplish this,” writes Ralph 
Cohen (1986, 213) in his by now classical contribution to “the regeneration 
of genre theory” (217) in the midst of the crisis noted by Frow, Chartier, and 
Siskind.

Before this crisis, genre theory offered two radical notions of literary 
genre. At one extreme, genres were understood as classes forming a sys-
tem that can be either logically prescribed, as in neoclassical taxonomic 
conceptions of genre, or historically described, as in, for example, Tzvetan 
Todorov’s proposition “to call genres only the classes of texts that have been 
historically perceived as such” (Todorov 1990, 17). At the other extreme, 
genres were seen as symbolic resolutions of social contradictions: “the idea 
is that literary genres are problem-solving devices, which address a contra-
diction of their environment, offering an imaginary resolution by means of 
their formal organization,” writes Franco Moretti in a recent defense of this 
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view, adding that “it’s not an original idea: Freud, Lévi-Strauss, Althusser, 
Orlando, Jameson, Eagleton and several others have all offered their ver-
sion of it” (Moretti 2006, 73). Between Todorov and Moretti, between close 
and distant reading, contributions to this volume can be viewed as com-
bining, each in its unique way, the aesthetic perspective of the former and 
the social focus of the latter in order to show how aesthetic permutations 
are themselves inherently social, and conversely, how social contradictions 
are resolved in literature as always-already literary developments. In this 
way, the contributions are able to avoid the bad infinity that threatens both 
kinds of notions of genre: the tendency of the intrinsic notion to replace 
explanation with endless classification; and the inclination of the extrinsic 
approaches to ascribe the function of resolving extra-literary contradictions 
to ever new literary phenomena, from genres down to individual texts and 
up to literature as such, without, again, ever reaching actual explanation.

So, with their literary resolution of extra-literary contradictions, and 
with their longue durée avoiding both the agelessness of verse or prose and 
the evanescence of literary periods or generations, literary genres might be 
able to serve as the window on the transformations that literary history 
shares with the history of globalization. The modern history of literary 
genres might then indeed be not only an example but also an embodiment 
of the history that we abstractly term globalization. In this way, the suspect 
conjunction “and”—or preposition “of”—can perhaps be replaced by the 
adverb “as”: “literature as globalization,” “globalization as literature.” For 
the histories of globalization and literature indeed seem to be structurally 
connected.

Approached in this manner, literary genre can hence bring us closer to 
the above-mentioned concrete universality of globalization. In turn, global-
ization itself has been viewed as the concrete universality of modernity, at 
once its element and embodiment. Slavoj Žižek (2006, 33–35) has referred 
to Jameson’s conception of a singular modernity as an example of Hege-
lian concrete universality. For Jameson (2002, 12–13), Western modernity 
is not just that unfortunate, capitalist version of modernity that the main-
stream of postcolonial studies likes to challenge with so-called alternative 
modernities. Instead, precisely in being just a capitalist version of modernity, 
Western modernity is the concretization of the universal trait of modernity, 
namely its tendency to capitalist globalization, which no idea of alternative 
modernities can ever fully limit to their Western version. Jameson’s warning 
against the belief in modernities utterly alternative to and free from the 
one concretized in capitalist globalization came around the time of the fall 
of the Twin Towers. Its genesis can be traced back to Jameson’s account 
of the Third World (1986), which Aijaz Ahmad (1987) famously tackled 
around the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall. Though highly critical, Ahmad 
would never reject Jameson’s concretization of modernity in capitalist glo-
balization. This, however, cannot be said of those strands of world literature 
studies, postcolonial studies, and comparative literature studies that misuse 
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Ahmad’s critique to disavow Jameson’s focus on capitalist globalization 
altogether. As a result, even today, when the fallen Berlin Wall and the Twin 
Towers are joined by Lehman Brothers, Neil Lazarus has to defend Jameson 
from Ahmad (Lazarus 2011, 89–113), and Bruce Robbins is even compelled 
to return to another warning against the reliance on alternative moder-
nities, the warning James Ferguson developed at the same time as James-
on’s but from a non-Western position: “Modernity is probably the most 
notorious of those terms, like the novel, which set a Eurocentric standard 
that non-European cultures can then be judged by their failure to achieve. 
Alternative modernities has thus become the rather successful slogan of an 
all-cultures-are-equal escape from this mandatory norm. Yet this slogan has 
been less popular in Africa than in East Asia, Ferguson says, because Africa, 
unlike parts of East Asia, is still waiting for its share in modernity’s material 
benefits.” (Robbins 2007, 1648–49) As Robbins puts it in a piece co-written 
with David Palumbo-Liu and Nirvana Tanoukhi in the same year as Lazarus 
defends Jameson, “[i]f every society has achieved the distinctive modernity 
that expresses it, then what’s the complaint? In getting rid of the oppro-
brious epithet ‘traditional,’ haven’t you also gotten rid of the description 
of damage inflicted that any complaint against social injustice requires?” 
(Palumbo-Liu et al. 2011, 9)

In this sense, globalization can arguably be viewed as the ongoing expan-
sion of modernity. Similarly, the history of literary genres is one of an ongo-
ing expansion of differentiation since the onset of modernity. Modernity, 
broadly understood, started with such processes as geographical explo-
rations, the first capitalist expansions, the Copernican revolution, and 
the printing revolution. In literary history, all this coincided with the first 
forsaking of Horace’s proscriptive poetics for Aristotle’s descriptive poet-
ics, and more broadly, with the first forsaking of what Yuri Lotman calls 
the aesthetics of identity for the aesthetics of opposition (Lotman 1977, 
285–96). In short, the age of Columbus, the Genoese capital accumulation, 
Copernicus, and Gutenberg is also the age of Robortello’s Aristotle and of 
the Renaissance opposition to the Middle Ages. “With the elimination of 
an institutionalized social status for the cultural producer and the opening 
of the work of art itself to commodification,” writes Jameson in his cele-
brated chapter on genre (1981, 107), “the older generic specifications are 
transformed into a brand-name system against which any authentic artistic 
expression must necessarily struggle.”

These are only some of the processes that since have only been expanded 
and accelerated. The expansion of modernity has led to what we today call 
globalization; and the expansion of generic differentiation in literature led to 
what we might here call literary globalization. And just as with globalization 
in general, here too differentiation comes with its opposite, unification. Just 
as the globalization of modernity brings about not only ideological differ-
entiation but also “the standardization projected by capitalist globalization” 
(Jameson 2002, 12), so too literary genres not only lose first Horatian and 
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then classicist unity, but also gain a certain unity. With Bakhtin, this new 
unity can simply be called the novel. Literary globalization, if we may call it 
that, certainly has to do with the Bakhtinian process of the novelization of 
all genres since the Renaissance. For him, as the epic is defeated by the early 
modern novel, all remaining genres have to either share the fate of the epic 
or join the novel. They have to unify, that is, but to unify with the novel, the 
opposite of generic unification. For the novel undergoes novelization, or end-
less differentiation, as much as any other genre; as Bakhtin notes, “the novel 
does not permit any of … [the] various individual manifestations of itself to 
stabilize” (Bakhtin 1981, 6). Hence, this collection will rethink not only the 
genres that are increasingly novelized, but also the genre of the novel itself, 
insofar as the novel is both an element and the embodiment of the genre sys-
tem, that is, its concrete universality (to use this concept one last time). Build-
ing on Stephen Owen’s observation that “[a] passport issued by the novel is 
a great convenience for travel across languages and centuries” (Owen 2007, 
1390), the collection will attempt to follow David Cunningham’s recent pro-
posal to treat the novel and “its ongoing ‘reflection’ of capitalist modernity’s 
development … as an effective ‘model’ of such capitalist modernity, a formal 
equivalent, at some level, to its social being” (Cunningham 2010, 13). After 
all, as Cunningham notes (21n21), no matter where we locate the (in)famous 
rise of the novel—Cervantes’ Spain or Defoe’s England—we can convinc-
ingly argue that that location is also the birthplace of capitalism.

Such an approach can finally help us reflect on the fact that contemporary 
studies of postcolonial, transnational, even world literature tend to revolve 
around novels. In Benedict Anderson’s canonical theory (2006, 9–36), the 
nation is based on two forms of imagining communities: the novel and the 
newspaper. The novel turns the cyclical time into the empty, homogenous 
time, but also, we might add, the majestic “We” into the empty, anonymous 
“We.” Thus, the novel in effect renders the newspaper a novel without plot, 
or a one-day bestseller. However, while nationalism is being increasingly 
replaced by identity politics, the novel has not been sublated by any new 
form. On the contrary, all the emerging histories of literature after nation-
alism are to a large extent histories of the novel: novel is the hero not only 
of Franco Moretti’s history of the “long century” of European nationalism 
(Moretti 2000), but also of Peter Hitchcock’s history of the “long space” of 
postcolonialism (Hitchcock 2009); the novel is the paradigm not only of 
Pierre Bourdieu’s and Pascale Casanova’s comparative histories of national 
literatures within world literature (Bourdieu 1996; Casanova 2004), but 
also of Paul Jay’s outline of transnational literature (Jay 2010). The novel is 
the genre that continues the epic’s dialogism in Wai Chee Dimock’s account 
of “genre as world system” (Dimock 2006); in the hands of magic realists, 
the novel is the main genre of world literature as outlined by Mariano Sis-
kind (2012); the novel is, last but not least, the most frequent example of 
genre both in Jacques Derrida’s attempt to deconstruct the very notion of 
genre (Derrida 1980) and in Ralph Cohen’s attempt to reconstruct it (Cohen 
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1986). Against the backdrop of these studies, the collection will try to out-
line a concept of global literature that is more than just the mass production 
of paperback airport novels, ghost-written autobiographies, and noveliza-
tions of blockbusters.

This will be a collective effort of both established and upcoming con-
tributors with highly international backgrounds. Each chapter will address 
a literary genre or similar historical literary set and examine its relation to 
broader historical processes. Thus, it will connect the present state of global-
ization to such key world-historic points as the early modern geographical 
and scientific explorations; the Enlightenment; the expansions and crises of 
modernity in the long nineteenth and twentieth centuries; postmodernity 
and postcoloniality; and contemporary counter-hegemonic movements.

* * *

The volume opens with a chapter on the early modernity and the author 
who is nearly synonymous with it, William Shakespeare. Richard Wilson’s 
chapter views Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre as a point of intersection between 
the ancient Theatrum Mundi and contemporary globalization. Imagined as 
a globe, the world of Shakespeare’s time became at once dangerously open 
and infinitely conquerable. Shakespeare’s world is the disenchanted globe of 
the age of circumnavigation and geographical quantification. The moment 
of the Globe Theatre, which was the high noon of the manufacture of globes, 
was also the instant when the very concept of earth’s planetary roundness 
was delivering a shock to Christian universality. And just as universal car-
tography gained prestige from the old idea of the world-as-theater, so the-
ater acquired universality by being associated with the cosmological picture 
of planetary cartography. Today, however, as Wilson tells us, Shakespeare’s 
Globe Theatre acquires its symbolic capital against the backdrop, not of 
pre-modern past, but rather post-modern present, in which the Bard is being 
misread by institutions such as the British Museum as an ambassador of 
capitalist globalization. For Wilson, Christopher Marlowe yields more read-
ily to such appropriations than Shakespeare, who prefigures the thick and 
dialogic sphericity of worldliness rather than the smooth and undifferenti-
ating mappability of globalization.

This discussion of the most famous early modern author is followed 
by a chapter on a fairly unknown text written by a completely unknown 
author. Fabienne Imlinger examines the novel L’Isle des Hermaphrodites 
(The Island of Hermaphrodites, probably published in 1605) in order to 
explore a genre considered by many as constitutive of the so-called century 
of discoveries, the utopian novel. Similar to Wilson’s interest in the early 
modern notion of curiosity, Imlinger’s argument focuses on the category of 
wonder, which, as Stephen Greenblatt has argued, is central to the European 
discourses on the New World, on the one hand, and philosophy and art, on 
the other. L’Isle des Hermaphrodites, with its use of curiosité (curiosity), is 
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a particularly interesting text in this respect because it draws on, yet at the 
same time modifies, aesthetic conventions and notions of the marvelous. 
Imlinger demonstrates that there is a programmatic deception of the curious 
at work in the novel that serves both aesthetic and political ends. Consid-
ered as the first anti-utopian novel, L’Isle des Hermaphrodites transforms 
the utopian novel, a highly revitalized genre at the time, and reframes the 
presumed association between wonder, the self, and the other.

Opening the Enlightenment section of the volume, Jernej Habjan’s chap-
ter addresses the modern history of Menippean satire, Bakhtin’s key source 
of novelistic polyphony, by tracing uncles and nephews, a modern topos set 
in Paris as the site of world-historic changes. The texts are Denis Diderot’s 
Rameau’s Nephew (Le Neveu de Rameau, ca. 1761–1774), Karl Marx’s 
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (Der achtzehnte Brumaire des 
Louis Bonaparte, 1851–1852), Louis Althusser’s The Future Lasts Forever 
(L’avenir dure longtemps, 1985), and Jacques-Alain Miller’s Le Neveu de 
Lacan (2003). And their respective historical contexts are pre-revolutionary 
France, the 1848–1851 phase of the French bourgeois revolution, and the 
structuralist movement in post-May ’68 France. A series of quasi-(auto)
biographies of the nephews of Jean-Philippe Rameau, Napoleon Bonaparte, 
one Louis Althusser, and Jacques Lacan is thus read from the standpoint of 
the history of materialism from Enlightenment, through historical material-
ism, to structuralism. And this history of the Enlightenment project is in turn 
read as a process of thinking monarchic authority, nation, and post-national 
identity community as modern equivalents to the pre-modern totalizing 
institution of joking relationships between uncles and nephews.

In his Idea for a Universal History from the Cosmopolitan Perspective 
(Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht, 1784), 
a forerunner to his better known treatise on Perpetual Peace (Zum ewigen 
Frieden, 1795), Immanuel Kant anticipates the objection that his teleologi-
cal account of the perfectability of mankind may be no more than a novel. 
Indeed, as Robert Stockhammer’s chapter shows, the first text to bring the 
novel (as opposed to the Greek) idea of cosmopolitanism into the discussion 
of German Enlightenment was a novel: Christoph Martin Wieland’s History 
of the Abderites (Geschichte der Abderiten, 1774–1780). There are, how-
ever, important differences between the notion of an authorial, intentionally 
controlled novel that Kant invokes only to reject, and Wieland’s actual prac-
tice and tactics of novel writing: his interspersal of philosophical dialogues 
into a satirical narrative, his proliferation of the novel in a host of paratexts, 
and so on. Stockhammer maintains that these questions of genre (Gattung) 
are indissolubly connected to questions of the human genus (Menschen-
gattung). Wieland’s model of cosmopolitanism as a network of singular 
beings—a kind of radicalization of Kant’s claim for hospitality—is cosmop-
oliterary, as it cannot be abstracted from its particular literary arrangement. 
For Stockhammer, a detailed description of this connection is an exemplary 
task for literary theory in the context of discussions about cosmopolitanism.
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Stockhammer’s chapter on the great German commentator on the French 
Enlightenment is followed by Karin Peters’ chapter on a particular French 
comment on the Enlightenment, which closes this section of the book. Peters 
focuses on the pastoral in an attempt to go beyond the local logic of the 
traditional pastoral genre. To this end, she reads Jacques-Henri Bernardin 
de Saint-Pierre’s novel Paul and Virginia (Paul et Virginie, 1788) with Alejo 
Carpentier’s novel The Kingdom of This World (El reino de este mundo, 
1949). Sketching the history of the pastoral as it has been written by such 
figures as Jacopo Sannazaro, Jorge de Montemayor, Miguel de Cervantes, 
Pierre de Ronsard, Honoré D’Urfé, Salomon Gessner, Jean Pierre de Flo-
rian, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Peters argues that it is the circulation of 
goods, people, and texts that mediates the reformation and globalization 
of the genre at the end of the eighteenth century. By applying Yuri Lot-
man’s theory of the semiosphere and Fredric Jameson’s theory of the polit-
ical unconscious of genres, she examines the dynamics between central and 
peripheral norms that come into play in both texts: in the case of Paul and 
Virginia, which is her main focus, as an undercurrent destabilizing the idyllic 
mode and its generic conventions; in the case of The Kingdom of this World, 
which includes a parody of Paul and Virginia, as the deconstruction of the 
European dominance in the world republic of letters and of its canonized 
image of exotic paradise.

Introducing the section on the two post-Enlightenment centuries, Jörg 
Dünne explores, in his chapter on Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty 
Days (Le tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours, 1872–1873), the extent to 
which the perception of the earth is shaped, at least from the point of view 
of wealthy European travelers, by transportation and communication net-
works. The typical chronotope of the global in Verne’s novel is the salon-like 
interior space, which provides a specific mode of “inhabiting” the network 
structure of globalization. The moving interior constitutes a paradoxical 
“stationary journey.” Taking up elements from narratives of travels in and 
around one’s room, a genre inaugurated by Xavier de Maistre’s Voyage 
Around My Room (Voyage autour de ma chamber, 1794), it produces a 
tradition that can be traced to such twentieth-century authors as Raymond 
Roussel. This way of traveling constitutes its own system of highly selective 
ways of perceiving the world and even of shaping a narrative voice that 
seems to be exclusively at the service of geographical and diegetic connectiv-
ity. Finally, in the theatrical version of Around the World the phantasmatic 
reversal of traveling in moving interiors is presented in spectacular tableaus. 
The smooth connectivity of living in moving interiors, as narrated in Verne’s 
novel, and Dünne concludes that the spectacular disruption of this connec-
tivity, as staged in his play, thus make up the two faces of the chronotope of 
the global in late nineteenth-century travel literature.

Also focused on a single text and the history of its genre, Christoph 
K. Neumann’s chapter sets out to explore questions of genre, authentic-
ity, and Orientalism in relation to Sarkiz Torossian’s 1929 memoir From 
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Dardanelles to Palestine: A True Story of Five Battle Fronts of Turkey and 
Her Allies and a Harem Romance. Since the debate following the transla-
tion of the memoir to Turkish in 2010 has shown that the autobiography 
is largely a fabrication, Neumann raises the question as to how one can 
adequately understand Torrosian’s book. Looking at a range of texts—from 
Binjamin Wilkomirski’s “fake” autobiography Fragments (Bruchstücke, 
1995), through T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1922), to  Bedros 
Sharian’s memoir reconstructed in Ernest Pye’s Prisoner of War 31,163: 
Bedros M. Sharian (1938)—Neumann argues that Torossian’s text employs 
patterns that were fixed in contemporary, often Orientalist conventions of 
genre in order to inscribe an Armenian agency into the period in which so 
many of these people perished as victims of an act for which even an ade-
quate term was lacking—the term genocide being coined only in 1947, the 
very year Torossian’s book was printed. Finally, Torossian’s use of English as 
a medium shows that becoming part of a mainstream narrative at the global 
level was central to the communicative aim of the text.

Staying in the realm of memoir, we turn to language memoir, a term 
coined by Alice Kaplan in 1994 with the publication of French Lessons: 
A Memoir and her essay “On Language Memoir,” which has been used to 
designate a new literary genre of globalization. Recently, Brian Lennon has 
elaborated on these debates and connected them to globalization and world 
literature issues in a quite critical and interesting way. He has described 
the language memoir as a genre produced by and reflected in the struc-
tural constraints of the US book publishing today, a new critical category of 
published yet substantively unrecognized texts in which the author inherits 
previous languages but no longer speaks them. Focusing on the “transla-
tive” relation between plurilingual experience and monolingual publication, 
Lennon stresses that language memoirs contain very little artefactual plu-
rilingualism, since their stories can only be told in a national book market 
and therefore in a national language. Taking Lennon’s critical reflections 
as a starting point, and analyzing Marcel Cohen’s Judeo-Spanish language 
memoir, Elisabeth Güde’s chapter focuses on the paradox of language mem-
oir as a genre that is plurilingual by definition but actually monolingualized 
in many ways.

With the next chapter, language memoir is radicalized, as it were, as 
concrete poetry, and the plurality of languages as the plurality of writing 
systems. Andrea Bachner investigates the international movement of con-
crete poetry in order to complicate the strife between assumptions of trans-
latability and untranslatability in recent comparative and world literature 
approaches. Concrete poetry—a movement that emerged simultaneously in 
Brazil and Europe and defined itself as international from the outset—is a 
product of attempts undertaken in the 1950s and 1960s to craft a global 
literary expression. The treatment of the poem as object and the use of lan-
guage as a material force pushed concrete poetry toward non-verbal media, 
thus ideally rendering translation unnecessary and forging an international 
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aesthetic “language.” The ideal of a universal “language” for poetry moti-
vated the concretists’ interest in the Chinese script (by way of Ernest Fenol-
losa’s and Ezra Pound’s reflections on the ideographic method in the early 
twentieth century), which resulted in a broader, transmedial notion of trans-
lation, especially in the work of Haroldo de Campos in Brazil. And yet, the 
fact that no Chinese example of concrete poetry (for example, from Taiwan) 
was included in this “international” movement shows the geopolitical lim-
itations of the concretists’ notion of the globe, even as their reflections on 
translation opened up a new perspective on linguistic, scriptural, and medial 
difference.

Returning to the question of memoir and probing it in connection to the 
genre of sports writing, Grant Farred contributes a chapter on the literari-
ness of sport. Farred reads two of the most highly regarded works of sport, 
C. L. R. James’ 1963 cricket memoir Beyond A Boundary and Roger Kahn’s 
1972 non-fiction baseball book The Boys of Summer. According to Farred, 
both texts demonstrate the inextricability of the literary from the struggle 
to write sport well, that is, to write sport beyond reportage and statistics. 
To think sport, in the way that Martin Heidegger posits thinking in What 
Is Called Thinking? (Was heißt Denken, 1951–1952), is to imagine a way 
of writing that relays the full import of sport, argues Farred. To write sport 
is to recognize the impossibility of leaving anything out, the necessity of 
having to write everything. To write the literariness of sport is to write in 
search of a genre, a writing that is already a genre because it could not imag-
ine itself without the literary. Not surprising, then, that Kahn reads, aloud, 
James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), or that James’ foremost, most referenced text 
is William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1848). Both of these authors 
turn repeatedly to the literary in thinking (for) the genre of writing sport.

If Farred unavoidably opens the problematic of postcolonial literature, 
Peter Joost Maurits engages it fully as he traces the ghost story throughout 
Mozambican literary history, tackling, by extension, the so-called spectral 
turn in contemporary literary studies and critical theory. Although ghost 
figures are common in Mozambican literature, haunting already the work 
of Campos d’Oliveira, Mozambique’s first poet, the Mozambican ghost 
story only emerged in the mid-1980s, around the time when the socialist 
government was forced to give in to the reforms demanded by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Maurits shows how these 
stories, although set in rural Mozambique and focalized from the perspec-
tive of the ghost, initially resemble their Victorian predecessors, and how 
they subsequently change as the country becomes increasingly dependent 
on international capital. The main narratives he discusses in this series are 
Orlando Mendes’ Toll (Portagem, 1965) and Mia Couto’s The Tale of the 
Two Who Returned from the Dead (A história dos aparecidos, 1986) and 
The Mermaid’s Other Foot (O Outro pé da sereia, 2006).

Introducing the final section of the collection by bridging the gap between 
postcolonial literature and the more recent literature of globalization, 
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Alexander Beecroft outlines a global literary ecology, tracing it at the tex-
tual level. Beecroft argues for the emergence of what he terms the “plot of 
globalization,” a distinctive narrative device that uses the well-established 
formal device of entrelacement to represent the worlds it describes. Using 
the formal structure as a means of commenting on the consequences of glo-
balization, this device avoids the linear narration of events within the life 
of a single protagonist, instead interweaving a series of seemingly unrelated 
events involving characters in different communities and socio-economic 
statuses, resulting in the climactic discovery that these unrelated events are, 
in fact, intimately connected. This plot of globalization is designed to con-
struct a reading public that, while acutely aware of the inequities of the 
global system, represents itself as a global community. Beecroft examines 
Steven Soderbergh’s Traffic (2000), Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Babel 
(2006), both of which focalize their interlaced narratives around the US/
Mexican border, and Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 (2004) and Amitav Ghosh’s 
Sea of Poppies (2008) and River of Smoke (2011), which offer much richer 
and more complex visions of both global circulation and narrative form.

Tackling the prevailing unquestioned assumption that genre fiction and 
literary fiction are mutually defined at odds with each other, Suman Gupta 
argues that this relationship cannot be discerned by simply looking to the 
texts that are considered as genre fiction and literary fiction respectively, 
as if genre-ness and literariness were emanant qualities of fictional texts. 
Rather, the two phrases mark competing territorial claims from two sides of 
the literary establishment with regard to ordering and disposing texts. These 
territorial claims are better understood with reference to the political econ-
omy of the literary establishment, the social dynamics that play between 
the two sides in question, than through reading the fictional texts. Hence, 
the relationship is to be approached not by fixating on textual features and 
labels, but by taking a historicist approach to the phrases literary fiction and 
genre fiction themselves: by looking at who takes possession of the authority 
to announce generic locations, to define genre, and when and why. Gupta 
thinks of the two sides of the literary establishment as consisting in those 
with stakes in elite culture, scholarship, and education and those with stakes 
in literary markets and mass public access—in short, increasingly globalized 
academic institutions, on the one hand, and even more globalized institu-
tions for book production and circulation, on the other.

In order to engage with the increasing toxic contamination of environ-
ments—a problematic side effect of globalization—writers of postcolonial 
novels frequently turn to the so-called postcolonial toxic gothic, a largely 
unexamined narrative mode that is the focus of Hanna Straß’s chapter. This 
mode employs gothic elements to address the haunting quality of toxicity and 
the social, political, and economic complexities connected to environmental 
pollution. In contrast to postcolonial gothic novels, which place particular 
emphasis on engaging with a traumatic past, the postcolonial toxic gothic 
propounds a more future-oriented perspective by highlighting the complex 
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temporality of toxic contamination and the threat it poses for human exis-
tence. Thus, Straß argues, the postcolonial toxic gothic functions as a nar-
rative mode responding to the co-joined experiences of colonial oppression 
and environmental destruction. Straß reads Robert Barclay’s novel Meļaļ: A 
Novel of the Pacific (2002) as an example of postcolonial toxic gothic writ-
ing. Meļaļ draws attention to the contaminating, corroding, and pathogenic 
repercussions of nuclear colonialism in the Marshall Islands. Portraying 
toxicity through gothic imagery borrowed from Marshallese mythology, the 
novel merges the gothic with indigenous mythopoeisis.

Building on Franco Moretti’s definition of world literature as the liter-
ature of the modern capitalist world-system, Sorcha Gunne explores what 
it means to read women’s commercial fiction—popularly known as “chick 
lit”—as world-literature. Gunne focuses on the Irish case, which is charac-
terized by a prolific group of chick lit writers such as Cecelia Ahern, Colette 
Caddle, Melissa Hill, Cathy Kelly, Marian Keyes, and Sheila O’Flanagan. 
These writers are popular not only in Ireland, but around the world: their 
novels are sold from New York to Zambia, with Keyes, for example, sell-
ing over 25 million books and being translated into thirty-six languages. 
Moreover, the rise to prominence of the Irish brand of “chick lit” roughly 
corresponds with the Celtic Tiger or, in other words, what was hailed as 
Ireland’s arrival on the global economic stage proper. In her chapter, draw-
ing, like Moretti himself, on the work of world-systems theorist Imman-
uel Wallerstein, Gunne explores the relationship between Irish “chick lit” 
and socio-historic and economic constellations of late twentieth- and early 
twenty-first-century Ireland. Thus, she examines how this popular genre 
registers and responds to what Raymond Williams conceptualized as the 
structures of feeling of capitalist modernity.

Finally, the aim of Hrvoje Tutek’s chapter is to offer a theorization of a 
contemporary literary tradition arising out of the experience of capitalist 
universality and of recent anti-capitalist struggles. Tutek posits that there 
exists a historically specific aesthetic-political project of counter-hegemonic 
literary writing in the modernist tradition that can be defined by its aware-
ness of global capitalism as its condition of possibility, by its immanently 
transnational horizon of reception, and by an adherence to an anti-systemic 
ethos that influences its aesthetic choices and shapes a counter-hegemonic 
cultural tradition that makes few concessions to dominant ideological and 
other pressures felt by the institution of literature today. In order to ground 
this tradition in a proper historical context, Tutek first offers a cursory analy-
sis of representative organizational and ideological aspects of some contem-
porary anti-systemic movements, as well as a discussion of the importance 
of the necessity of cultural form for the long-term sustenance of political 
projects. On this basis, he engages in a comparative reading of three novels 
situated within this counter-hegemonic tradition: Luther Blissett/Wu Ming 
Foundation’s Q (1999), Robert Newman’s The Fountain at the Center of 
the World (2003), and John Berger’s From A to X (2008). The chapter and, 
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by extension, the edited volume thus close by bringing globalization and 
novelization, the two main processes that the volume has been tracing back 
to early modernity, all the way into our present.
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From Here to Early Modernity
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1 A Globe of Sinful Continents
Shakespeare Thinks the World

Richard Wilson

Think of the World

What were William Shakespeare and his fellows thinking when they called 
their playhouse the Globe? How, in the dramatist’s own proto-Hegelian 
expression, did they “think of the world” (Julius, 1,2,301)?1 The name 
they attached in 1599 to “This wide and universal theatre” (As You Like 
It, 2,7,136) provokes this question, as much as it cries out to be revisited 
in the context of twenty-first century debates about the competing claims 
of universalism and pluralism. Yet it has become so over-familiar that even 
Shakespeare scholars rarely give its significance much pause. Theater spe-
cialists infer that in naming their house the Globe, its founders advertised 
“a decorative scheme intended to foster an emblematic conception of the 
theatre as a microcosm … a theatre of the world” (Keenan and Davidson 
1997, 148–49). But the ways in which the ancient topos of the Theatrum 
Mundi, and the Pythagorean metaphor that “All the world’s a stage” (As 
You Like It, 2,7,138), resonated in what Martin Heidegger (1977, 115) 
termed “the age of the world picture” with Sir Francis Drake’s circumnavi-
gation of 1577–1580, Abraham Ortelius’ cartographic theatre of the world, 
or the 1570 atlas Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (Theater of the World), with its 
planispheres sectioned like some exotic fruit, remain strangely unexplored. 
More importantly, the relation of the name of the people’s palace erected on 
London’s quayside to the contemporary shock of global religious multiplic-
ity has rarely, if ever, been discussed.

The first visitors to Shakespeare’s playhouse were quick to notice its 
resemblance to Rome’s circular amphitheaters and to conclude that “the 
theatre was constructed in the style of the ancient Romans,” as a German 
tourist reported on July 3, 1600 (quoted in Orrell 1988, 45), because the 
Coliseum provided the classical architectural model for “this great globe” 
(Tempest, 4,1,153). But in Globes, the second volume of his Spheres trilogy, 
Peter Sloterdijk has teased out the sinister implications of this roundness, 
the dark precedent that “the Roman arena could advance to a metaphor for 
the world” only because “the central tenet of ancient fatalism attained con-
cretion in its construction: no one escapes this world alive.” For Sloterdijk, 
the lesson of the circus was hence that “a human life can never be more than 
a saving up to die,” and the mass slaughters in the amphitheater routinized 
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the immune system that was otherwise stimulated in scapegoat rites, like 
the Lupercalia, or wolf game, aimed at warding off death. The agôn of the 
“bloody ring of decision” was an auto-immunization that generated the pri-
mal enmity, in this analysis, between those who die now and those who 
die later: “Him or me, us or them: the fascism effect was invented in the 
gladiatorial games as the theatricalization of différance.” (Sloterdijk 2014, 
177–78, 307–308, 311) And it was just this primordial antagonism haunt-
ing the shape of the theater that Shakespeare confronted in his inaugural 
Globe play, Julius Caesar, where the Lupercalia is rerun within the “course” 
(1,2,4) of a circular “O world” (3,1,208) that is explicitly associated with 
the circuit where “so many lusty Romans / Came smiling” (2,3,78) to feast 
their eyes on blood.

“When the stadiums scream,” writes Sloterdijk, “the masses celebrate 
their success in postponing death”; and it is only when the Christians show 
that “those who die sooner are not losers” that the repetition compulsion of 
the sacrificial violence enacted inside the Coliseum is broken. The philoso-
pher locates an architectural symbol for this rupture in “the counter-arena” 
of Saint Peter’s Square, “a true anti-circus” that gave “access to the commu-
nity of love.” (Sloterdijk 2014, 312, 318, 320) But cued by the mimetic the-
ory of René Girard, he also explains how the name of Shakespeare’s Globe 
recorded an immunological crisis that was even more fatal than Christianity 
to the ancient inurement in the round, when Europeans grasped “that they 
are contained or lost—which now amounts to virtually the same thing—
somewhere in the boundless.” The icon for that exposure was the model of 
the earth as a terrestrial globe, which, starting with the Behaim Globe of 
Nuremburg of 1492, represented the world from the outside: “[T]he new 
‘earth apple’—as Behaim called his globe—proclaimed to Europeans the 
topological message of the Modern Age, that humans exist on the edge of an 
uneven round body whose whole is neither a womb nor a vessel, and offers 
no shelter.” (Sloterdijk 2014, 774, 777, 792) So, for Sloterdijk (2014, 788), 
“the immunological catastrophe of the Modern Age is not the ‘loss of the 
center’, but the loss of the periphery.” For what made the “world picture” of 
the globe such a traumatic break with the morphological circularity of the 
theatrical arena was that it afforded European consciousness no immunity 
to its loss of differentiation:

[I]n the earth’s circumnavigated spaces, all points are of equal value. 
This neutralization subjected the spatial thought of the Modern Age 
to a radical change of meaning. The traditional “living, weaving and 
being” of humans in regional orientations, markings and attractions 
is outdone by a system for localizing any point in a homogeneous, 
arbitrarily divisible representational space. … [H]umans can no longer 
remain at home in their traditional world interiors, and the phantas-
mal extensions and roundings-off of those interiors.

(Sloterdijk 2014, 783–84)
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The name of Shakespeare’s Globe signaled the “authentically historical 
hyper-event of the earth’s circumnavigation and quantification” (Sloterdijk 
2014, 862), when Europe’s sense of its own exception was shattered, 
according to this account of globalization. For along with the thought 
of the outside, “[a] second abyss opens up in the foreign cultures that … 
demonstrate to everyone that practically everything can be different else-
where.” When the “plague ships of knowledge” returned to Europe, it was 
therefore with the news that “every point on a circumnavigated orb can be 
affected by the transactions of opponents, even from the greatest distance.” 
Sloterdijk’s book is prompted, he explains, by the fact that “Europeans 
have managed to ignore and falsify” this realization for so long that glo-
balization hit them late in the twentieth century as a novel phenomenon, 
a disregard he identifies in particular with “the last legitimist of European 
power in the world,” Carl Schmitt. (Sloterdijk 2014, 783, 789–90, 870) 
In the Nazi legist’s study The Nomos of the Earth, the exceptionalist doc-
trine that possession is nine tenths of the law received its ultimate legiti-
mation; but Sloterdijk traces Schmitt’s metaphor-spawning association of 
the terrestrial globe with the geopolitics of Lebensraum back to Shake-
speare’s The Rape of Lucrece, where Tarquin eyes his victim’s breasts “like 
ivory globes circled with blue, / A pair of maiden worlds unconquered” 
(407–408). As early as 1594, the philosopher comments (Sloterdijk 2014, 
876), it was “already sufficient for an object to appear round, desirable 
and asleep in order to become describable as a conquerable ‘world’.” Yet 
Sloterdijk (2014, 890) concludes that Shakespeare also foretells the rude 
wakening from this Eurocentric delusion, when “unanalyzable Calibans 
declare their decolonization.”

Pictures of the Coliseum and the London replica of Shakespeare’s play-
house bookend Sloterdijk’s Globes to illustrate the immunological trans-
formation it recounts “[f]rom the closed world to the open universe” 
(Sloterdijk 2014, 525). On Bankside, “The little O o’the earth” (Antony, 
5,2,79) still incorporates a pillared tiring house “painted with unnumbered 
sparks” (Julius, 3,1,63) to symbolize the enfolding celestial sphere, aug-
mented by “Hercules and his load” (Hamlet, 2,2345), the Atlas figure who 
had propped up the sky in classical cosmography. But the first drama staged 
in this “majestic world” (Julius, 1,2,132) concerns the impatience of Renais-
sance men at how the ornamented “canopy most fatal” (5,1,87) of this 
“disturbèd sky” (1,3,38) oppresses “the narrow world / Like a Colossus” 
(1,2,135–36); while it is now “the foremost man in all this world” (4,2,74), 
and not the slave, who is hunted in the circular “O world” (3,1,208) like 
some beast. “This wooden O” (Henry V, Pro,13) is therefore “naughty” 
(Julius, 1,1,15), as poststructuralist critics point out, because here “the sway 
of earth / Shakes like a thing infirm” (1,3,3–4) with “the awl” (1,1,21) of 
undifferentiation that is personified by the punning Cobbler at the start of 
the opening play. Shakespeare’s world is the disenchanted globe, in other 
words, of the age of circumnavigation and quantification; and the Bard of 
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Bankside knows as well as any postmodern philosopher that “the geograph-
ically quantified globe is not beautiful, but rather interesting” (Sloterdijk 
2014, 771):

Every globe adorning the libraries, studies and and salons of educated 
Europe embodied the new doctrine of the precedence of the outside. 
Europeans advanced into this outside as discoverers, merchants and 
tourists. … The celestial globes set up in parallel with the terrestrial 
globe … continued to promote the illusion of cosmic shelter for mor-
tals beneath the firmament, but their function became increasingly 
ornamental. … Nothing can save the physical heavens from being 
disenchanted. … What looks like a high vault is an abyss perceived 
through a shell of air. The rest is displaced religiosity and bad poetry.

(Sloterdijk 2014, 792–94)

The Thick Rotundity of the World

Terrestrial globalization terminated what Sloterdijk (2014, 946) terms “the 
First Ecumene,” because “Christianity too had to face being told of its par-
ticularity.” Yet although Shakespeare’s Globe was built on the quayside of 
a tidal estuary, like a true cosmopolitan threshold or Thames-side window 
on the world, the liminal situation of this revolving “planet” is seldom con-
nected with the pluralist revelation of seventeenth-century thinkers like Rob-
ert Burton (1994, 393) that God, who “is immense and infinite, … should 
be as diversely worshipped,” for it is “impossible … for one religion to be 
universall.” Ortelius had styled his atlas a theater, however, precisely because 
the Dutch mapmaker pictured what John Donne (1996) called “the round 
earth’s imagined corners” framing an unfolding spectacle within a classi-
cal arena like that of Andrea Palladio’s contemporary Teatro Olimpico, a 
perspective scene in which all the diffuse acts of the global drama would 
be played according to the unities of time and space, as though, two centu-
ries before universal clock time, contemporaneity was already understood 
as the temporality of a new planetization.2 So the frontispiece to Ortelius’ 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum figures a proscenium arch, crowned by twin 
hemispheres, from behind which “will emerge the show of all the world’s 
countries,” as in a theater “the actors … perform actions that add up to the 
play itself, an analogue for amassed knowledge” (Binding 2003, 204). It 
is not necessary, then, to go as far as Frances Yates, who fantasized about 
the Globe as a cosmic memory theater, to see how this planetary model for 
“the idea that the events, features, and phenomena of the created world 
are infinitely many but all one” (Binding 2003, 206) worked two ways, 
and how the circularity of Shakespeare’s theater and Ortelian cosmography 
were “dialogically related” (Gillies 1994, 70). According to Yates, the Globe 
Theatre “would have been for Shakespeare the pattern of the universe, the 
idea of the Macrocosm, the world stage on which the Microcosm acted his 
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parts. All the world’s a stage. The words are in a real sense the clue to the 
Globe Theatre” (Quoted in Gillies 1994, 91).

Anne Barton (1962, 61) noted that it was only at the time of the first ter-
restrial globes, in the mid-sixteenth century, “that the image of the world as 
a stage entered English drama,” a trope that Jean-Christophe Agnew (1986, 
56) also connects to “England’s new map of commodity circulation” with 
the emergence of a world market. The topos of the theater of the world 
would soon become ubiquitous in Baroque culture. But while the notion of 
the “theater state” served to reinforce social roles in countries like Spain, 
when Shakespeare has a character sigh “I hold the world but as … / A stage 
where every man must play a part” (Merchant, 1,1,77–78) it sounds as 
though this meta-theatricality is keyed to some personal disorientation at 
“Peering in maps for ports and piers and roads” (19). On this world-stage 
an Antonio will discover he has to share the same space as his enemy Shy-
lock: the corollary, Sloterdijk (2014, 844) points out, of having investments 
“not in one bottom trusted, / Nor in one place” (Merchant, 1,1,42–43). For 
whether or not the Latin motto translated in As You Like It, the first Globe 
comedy—Totus Mundus Agit Histrionem—was literally written up above 
its stage, the name of this circular house implied an entire philosophy of 
life as a unified play, a humanist concept that Ortelius’ biographers con-
nect to his membership of the Protestant sect, the Family of Love. And in 
one of the rare critical attempts to grasp what was implied in such a name, 
John Gillies reminds us that, just as universal cartography gained prestige 
from the old idea of the world-as-theater, so theater acquired universality 
by being associated with the cosmological picture of planetary cartography, 
allowing plays like Henry V and Julius Caesar to transmit “the exhilaration 
of both dramatist and audience with the imagined conquest of geographic 
space” (Gillies 1994, 90–91).

Critics have long perceived that what distinguishes Elizabethan theater, 
and above all Shakespeare, is the way it abolishes the representational dif-
ference between “world and stage” by literalizing the ancient philosophi-
cal cliché (see, for example, the “Epilogue: The World Stage,” in Kottman 
2008). Thus, all Elizabethan plays were acted within what was effectively a 
world map in its own right, Gillies reminds us. Yet the moment of the Globe, 
which was the high noon of globe manufacture, was also the instant when 
the very concept of earth’s planetary roundness was delivering the unprece-
dented shock to Christian universality that Sloterdijk describes, as the per-
secution of Shakespeare’s coeval Galileo testified (see Binding 2003, 100). 
So, when he had Puck promise to “put a girdle round about the earth / In 
forty minutes” (Dream, 2,1,175), the dramatist registered how uncanny the 
idea of the earth’s curvature, and Europe’s relativity, must have appeared to 
a generation experiencing the literal disorientation entailed by the terrestrial 
sphere: “that it was possible to travel in a straight-line course” yet return to 
the same place (McLuhan 1962, 11). For East was West, or outside inside, 
according to the shape of the “earth apple,” as John Hale noted. Hale’s 
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inference that Europe’s self-positioning within planetary space marked the 
point when inhabitants of this peninsular of Eurasia became “civilized” has 
been criticized for ethnocentrism. But what the historian described was the 
loss of Europe’s exceptionality, a loss that, if it did not yet lead to toleration 
of the intolerable, at least introduced the worldliness that arose from carto-
graphic exposure:

[N]either atlases nor maps showed a Europe biased towards the West. 
Devoid of indications of national frontiers until late in the century, 
they were not devised to be read politically. … In spite of the dra-
matic power games among countries of the West, cartographic Europe 
retained an even deployment of information across the continental 
board. Neither cartographers nor traders thought of Europe as com-
prising an “advanced” Mediterranean and a “backward” Baltic.

(Hale, 1993, 20)

In Shakespeare’s Restless World, a hurried spin-off, via a BBC radio series, of 
a 2012 exhibition of late-Renaissance bric-à-brac, “Shakespeare Staging the 
World,” British Museum Director Neil MacGregor relates the first English 
terrestrial globes, constructed for the Inns of Court by Emery Molyneux in 
1592, to what he terms the sixteenth-century “space race,” and proposes 
that when such instruments “went on triumphant public display” before 
Queen Elizabeth’s courtiers, “Shakespeare would almost certainly have been 
amongst them.” So, when Oberon boasts how “We the globe can compass 
soon, / Swifter than the wandering moon” (Dream, 4,1,95–96), according 
to this reading, “Shakespeare’s very English fairies are, in their whimsical, 
poetical way, restating the nation’s pride” in England’s triumphal rise from 
piracy to paramount position (MacGregor 2012, 5–6).3 Such is the elision 
of nationalism with universalism in every populist celebration of the Bard. 
Evidently, MacGregor is deaf to the local anti-Elizabethan errancy of that 
“wandering moon.” To be sure, the representation of space is never neutral, 
as Francis Barker remarked of Lear’s cadastral map, for the “chart of sovereign 
possession … is already a field of struggle … the focus of power and danger, 
and the site of peculiarly powered or impotent linguistic performances. … 
The map, and the land it obliquely represents, are caught up … in a force-
field of language and desire, as well as of possession” (Barker 1993, 3). 
But the identification of Shakespeare’s self-reflexive fairy “roundel” (Dream, 
2,2,1) with the supremacism of Elizabethan imperialism, as if it is “caught 
up in the new Protestant future of northern Europe” (MacGregor 2012, 
28), as imagined in the planetizing charts of Drake’s triumphal circumnav-
igation, misses what makes a drama like A Midsummer Night’s Dream so 
destabilizing, which is that it is precisely when Puck sets out to put “a girdle 
round about the earth” that everything starts to go pear-shaped.

MacGregor’s book and exhibition comprise the most systematic 
bid thus far to annex Shakespeare to the merchandizing bazaar of the 
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postmodern museum. In Bloomsbury, the fact that Shakespeare was writing 
at the moment when Londoners got what Jonathan Bate described, and 
MacGregor quoted (2012, 10), as a “real visual sense of the whole world, 
and in particular the roundness of the world” was thus unashamedly used 
to affiliate the plays with “the emerging role of London as a world city” 
(British Museum 2012) and with a globalization that at the end of his book 
the Director identified with the world mission of the BBC, as illustrated in 
Eric Gill’s 1932 sculpture, above the portal of Broadcasting House, of Pros-
pero and Ariel astride a revolving sphere (see MacGregor 2012, 285–86). 
The Bard was thus recruited to the museum’s long-term project, attractive 
to its donors, of validating imperialism as a necessary phase in the march of 
global capitalism. As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri explain in Empire 
(2000, xii), globalized capitalism is at once a deterritorialized set of “open, 
expanding frontiers” and an “apparatus of rule that progressively incorpo-
rates the entire global realm” into a single system for effecting the priva-
tion of the world. And such was the process of world privation to which 
the British Museum, by its institutionally commitment, was appropriating 
Shakespeare.

Fredric Jameson (1998, 67) reminds us how “the very possibility of a 
new globalization” that derived from the worldwide expansion of capital in 
the age of empire depended on a productive revolution that made peasants 
into workers. In fact, Shakespeare disavowed any such imperialist concept 
of the world by attributing to the deluded Richard II the pre-Copernican 
idea that the sun hides “Behind the globe” as it “lights the lower world” 
(Richard II, 3,2,34). But if we want to learn how such a nomos of the earth 
was prefigured in English theater, we need look no further than the stage of 
Shakespeare’s precursor Christopher Marlowe, whose Tamburlaine oper-
ates like some cartographical maniac, with a perpetual motion across a 
thousand plateaus, and a drive to make the point of the meridian himself, 
that annihilates geographical difference, “as if to insist upon the essential 
meaninglessness” (Greenblatt 1980, 195) of distance. Such homogenizing 
of space, a register of “transcendental homelessness,” Greenblatt suggests 
(1980, 196), was doubtless keyed to the equalizing effect of the planispheres 
Marlowe pondered in the bureau of his spymaster Walsingham. And the 
result is that his plays really do aspire to the spurious Anglocentric univer-
sality the British Museum mistakenly ascribes to Shakespeare, as they strive 
to prove that “the essence of what it is to be restlessly human in a constantly 
restless world” (MacGregor 2012, 286) is to speak and behave exactly like 
the playwright. For if Shakespeare would become the dramatist of the true 
worldliness that Jean-Luc Nancy contemplates (see Nancy 2007), Marlowe 
was a precocious genius of the possessive Schmittian drive of globalization:

Look here, my boys, see what a world of ground
Lies westwards from the midst of Cancer’s line,
Unto the rising of this earthly globe,
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Whereas the sun, declining from our sight,
Begins the day with our Antipodes:
And shall I die, and this unconquered?

(2Tamburlaine, 5,3,145–50)4

It was his alertness to “the key indicator of globalization, erosion of dis-
tance,” that propelled Marlowe’s projection of “the mania for absolute 
power on the world-stage, carried out on a global, Tamburlaine scale” 
(Hardin 2010, 28). But a worldly Shakespeare surely caught the sound of 
this Marlovian ethnocentrism, as it mistook its own desires for universals, 
when he had the sociopathic Pistol spit, “like a man of this world,” “A foutre 
for the world and worldlings base! / I speak of Africa and golden joys” 
(2Henry IV, 5,3,91–92). On Marlowe’s world stage, where all characters 
speak the same, and the globe is already a Romantic absolute, planetization 
means colonization, and “the wind that bloweth all the world” is “Desire of 
gold” (Jew, 3,5,4–5). For this political insider’s privileged personal access to 
the map-room of the Protestant empire clearly shapes the westward course 
of the translatio imperii in his America-directed imagination. “Give me a 
map,” his buccaneering Tamburlaine thus commands, “then let me see how 
much / Is left for me to conquer all the world” (2Tamburlaine, 5,3,123). But 
though the cartographic revolution did give Europeans an intellectual edge, 
as the first “to imagine, believably, the geographical space in which they 
lived” (Hale 1993, 15) in terms of rational relations, this came at the cost of 
the relativity that contradicted their age-old assumptions of priority. Thus, 
despite the will to “Smite flat the thick rotundity of the world” (Lear, 3,2,8) 
with maps, historians insist that the mathematical projection of the earth 
unhinged, rather than reinforced, Eurocentric prejudices, hopes, and fears. 
As the geographer Robert Kaplan remarks, far from confirming Europe’s 
fond illusions about perpetual peace, individual freedom, or human broth-
erhood, the advent of universal cartography during Shakespeare’s lifetime in 
fact called time on the Renaissance dream of “gentle concord in the world” 
(Dream, 4,1,140), for it was then that maps started to serve “as a rebuke 
to the very notions of the equality and unity of humankind,” and to regis-
ter “all the different environments of the earth that make men profoundly 
unequal and disunited in so many ways, leading only to conflict” (Kaplan 
2012, 28), a dissensus with which their realism is exclusively concerned.

Where Stood Belgia?

To recent historians of the map, the image of “this world’s globe” (2Henry 
VI, 3,2,406) is an emblem of the disenchantment of the world, a record 
of “the collapse of the metaphysical immune system that had stabilized 
the imaginary of Old Europe,” in Sloterdijk’s terms (2014, 559), and the 
revenge of geography on political theology. A modern sense of racial separa-
tion begins, they suggest, with Ortelius’ frontispiece, where female icons of 
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Europe, Asia, Africa, and America embody incompatible potentialities (see 
Bethencourt 2014). According to this counter-intuitive historiography, the 
“little O o’th’earth” (Antony, 5,2,79), “the narrow world” (Julius, 1,2,135), 
would thereby figure for Shakespeare’s generation of Europeans as its objet 
petit a, the entity that, in Lacanese, is a cause as well s the object of desire. 
And it is true that repeated metatheatrical references in the plays to the gap-
ing “wooden O” as a “naughty world” (Merchant, 5,1,91), an incomplete 
“little world” (Richard II, 2,1,44; 5,5,9; Lear, 3,1,10), or hungry “O with-
out a figure” (Lear, 1,4,168) do sexualize, not to say feminize, its aporetic 
significance in ways that equate to the problematic depiction of the terres-
trial sphere in late Renaissance art. Lisa Jardine and Jerry Brotton zoom in, 
for example, on one of the best-known pictorial representations of a globe, 
lying between the French envoys in Holbein’s double-portrait of 1533, The 
Ambassadors, and argue that it has been turned to show Brazil to record an 
aspiration to French imperial power that is “desperately counterpointed” 
(Jardine and Brotton 2000, 57) with France’s geopolitical marginality. So, 
far from the cultural triumphalism that Edward Said attributed to Europe’s 
conceptualizations of its demonized other, Holbein’s globe, alongside the 
haunting anamorphic skull (Lacan’s famous example of objet petit a), bro-
ken lute, and other distracting symbols of failure and frustration, is an 
emblem of unsatisfied desire and intellectual defeat:

In Holbein’s The Ambassadors, … the aspiration towards imperial 
power figures as an absence or as a space between the participants 
portrayed. … The possibility of filling the void at the centre of the 
composition depended on the outcome of events imminent at the time 
it was painted. … And all of these outcomes were political failures.

(Jardine and Brotton 2000, 61–62)

Holbein’s globe functions as a momento mori, a cartographic equiva-
lent of those impossible objects and mathematical puzzles that drive his 
Melancholia to despair, for it begs “the question of the location of the mid-
dle, and consequently the identity and residence of the overlord” (Sloterdijk 
2014, 57). Indeed, as soon as Tamburlaine calls for a map, to show him the 
western hemisphere of “this earthly globe,” even Marlowe’s terminator dies 
with “this unconquered.” So, Marlowe’s Tartar may bequeath his empire to 
his heirs, but he is never more of a disoriented Elizabethan than when yearn-
ing to “win the world” by circumnavigating “along the oriental sea / … 
about the Indian continent: / Even from Persepolis to Mexico, / And thence 
unto the Straits of Jubalter” (1Tamburlaine, 3,3,253–56). For this was, of 
course, the global circuit, from Acapulco to Manila via Gibraltar, completed 
by those convoys of “embarkéd traders,” grown “big-bellied” on “the spiced 
Indian air” (Dream, 2,1,124–25), that Fernand Braudel described as the 
most complex trade cycle the world had ever known. And the historian 
of the Mediterranean went on to explain how this great rotating wheel of 
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multilateral exchange reduced the Old World to the incidental position of a 
conduit, as between producing and accumulating countries, where Europe 
and Islam came to function as intermediate transit zones; a fate, in partic-
ular, of decaying Venice (see Braudel 1982, 199). In contrast to Marlowe’s 
world-conquerors, however, this very intermediacy is what seems to intox-
icate a Shakespearean character like the truly piratical Falstaff, when he 
plans to traffic between two mistresses:

Here’s another letter to her. She bears the purse too. She is a region in 
Guiana, all gold and bounty. I will be cheaters to them both, and they 
shall be exchequers to me. They shall be my East and West Indies, and 
I will trade to them both.

(Wives, 1,3,58–62)

Between Marlowe’s map and Shakespeare’s sphere, we already discern the 
contrast between what would become globalization and the mondialisa-
tion or worlding of the rounded planet. For with his stress on the earthly, 
Shakespeare’s worldliness seems always to bring the planet back to its 
“rotundity.” “She is spherical like a globe,” this is how Dromio describes the 
scullion Nell to his twin in The Comedy of Errors (3,2,113), with buttocks 
next to Irish bogs, and a face in the shape of America, “embellish’d with 
rubies, carbuncles, sapphires, declining their rich aspect to the hot breath 
of Spain, who sent whole armadas of carracks to be ballast to her nose” 
(3,2,132–35). Claiming to be the only geometer to compare “the old imper-
fectly composed and the new lately reformed maps, globes [and] spheres,” 
Richard Hakluyt had just promoted the first English globes in his 1589 Voy-
ages, as “collected according to the newest, secretes, and latest discoveries, 
both Spanish, Portugall, and English,” when the play was acted at the Inns 
of Court in 1594 alongside the globes it mocks (Hakluyt 1927, 242, 244). 
Dromio’s libidinous jest therefore confirms how rapidly the circular logic 
of a global economy became public property, but with it also the awareness 
of how intimately, in a system where what goes round comes about, the 
exotic and domestic are neighbored. As Harry Levin annotated it, the first 
Shakespearean reference to a terrestrial globe condenses the theme of this 
Pauline comedy, that the far and the near, home and away, have become 
uncannily interrelated: “it embodies … the principal contrast of the play: 
on the one hand, extensive voyaging; on the other, intensive domesticity” 
(Levin 1966, 144). But the anxiety in the twin’s gag about the hotspot of the 
Wars of Religion, “Where stood Belgia, the Netherlands?” (Errors, 3,2,136), 
makes this humor so much more than the projection of colonial acquisitive-
ness MacGregor makes it. For, as with Falstaff’s tragi-comic intercontinental 
trade, what we glimpse in the male insecurity about Nell’s Arcimboldes-
que roundness is something more Shakespearean, namely the auto-immune 
challenge analyzed by Patricia Fumerton, that barbarism is to be discovered 
at home, in Antwerp or London, and that the worst enemy is the self:
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It was foreign trade—especially the East India Company’s trade in 
spices—that supplied many of the ornaments, void stuff, and other 
trivia of the Jacobean aristocracy as well as an increasing proportion of 
its finances. … What this … underscored was that the trade that increas-
ingly supplied the living of the aristocratic “self” was also importing 
into that self an element so foreign to its self-image as “gifted” that it 
was conceptually “savage.” More accurately, foreign trade exposed the 
fact that barbarousness had from the first been at the heart of the self.

(Fumerton 1991, 173)

The stage of Shakespeare’s Globe playhouse was wide, but in the context of 
his worldliness it turns out to be not so universal. Hence it cannot be imma-
terial that, though they glance at the globe a dozen times, his texts contain 
350 references to the earth, with another 50 compounds such as “earth-
lier happy” (Dream, 1,1,76) or “earth-treading stars” (Romeo, 1,2,25). No 
theater, it seems, was ever more earthily grounded. For with their alert-
ness to the interplay between the homely and the outlandish, these dra-
mas of complex causality “are never merely ethnographic,” observes Walter 
Cohen (2001, 155), as whenever the story is set in some faraway country, 
“that land represents both itself and England,” and, as a spatial analogue 
of anachronism, such reflexivity always exposes the limitations of English 
attitudes. Characteristically, therefore, “He does smile his face into more 
lines than is in the new map with the augmentation of the Indies” (Twelfth, 
3,2,66), reports Maria of Malvolio’s tragicomic efforts to “revolve” 
(2,5,125) his personality; and the allusion to Hakluyt’s travelogue, now 
“augmented” with a rhumb-lined map of the East Indies, rather than being 
keyed to “the triumph of English seafaring,” as the museum asserts, reflects 
the hubris of such imperial pretensions back onto the pompous steward. 
Instead of heralding “England’s great success” in “plunder and exploration, 
scientific inquiry and geopolitical manoeuvring,” as MacGregor (2012, 6, 
10) has it, Shakespeare’s own “revolving” on the new cartography truly 
brings the colonial project full circle in this way, by associating it, long 
before Jane Austen linked the slave-trade to Mansfield Park, with the casual 
upstairs-downstairs cruelty of the English stately home, where it is in fact 
“My lady” who is “a Cathayan” (2,3,68).

“I can hardly forbear hurling things at him,” says Maria of the abused 
steward (Twelfth, 3,2,69); and Sir Andrew: “I’d beat him like a dog” 
(2,3,126). So, no wonder the author of these comedies relished Michel de 
Montaigne, for he clearly shared the Frenchman’s sense that the atrocities of 
so-called cannibals were nothing compared to the barbarism “we have not 
only read about but seen in recent memory, not among enemies in antiquity 
but among our fellow-citizens and neighbours,” as Montaigne writes in “Of 
Cannibals” (2003, 236). A comedy like Twelfth Night will be full, then, of 
figures of speech drawn from fancy goods brought home by colonial explo-
ration, the ginger (3,4,129) and pepper (2,3,105) that arrived like gifts of 
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the Magi. But always there lurks Montaigne’s verdict, from “On Coaches,” 
on these “[t]radesmen’s victories”: “[S]o many millions of individuals put 
to the sword, and the most beautiful and the richest part of the world shat-
tered, on behalf of the pearls-and-pepper business!” “Whoever else has ever 
rated trade and commerce at such a price?” Shakespeare seems to ask, with 
his French contemporary (Montaigne 2003, 1031). In Twelfth Night, the 
violence that blows into Illyria with the “notable pirate” Antonio, “[t]hat 
took the Phoenix and her freight from Candy,” and cost the duke’s nephew 
Titus his leg (5,1,49–57), is more or less averted; but these comedic allusions 
to the piratical actuality of globalization all foretell the tragic consciousness 
of dramas like King Lear, where, as Richard Marienstras (1985, 6) noticed, 
“[a]t a time when newly discovered lands were providing a far distant set-
ting for wild nature, Shakespeare’s worldliness situates it within the bounds 
of civilised, indeed everyday life,” and, in any case, “the near is more dan-
gerous than the far”:

This is most strange.
That she, whom even but now was your best object,
The argument of your praise, balm of your age,
Most best, most dearest, should in this trice of time
Commit a thing so monstrous.

(Lear, 1,1,214–18)

A Dish of Some Three-Pence

“What, in our house?” (Macbeth, 2,3,84): Lady Macbeth’s housewifely pro-
test at the murder of Duncan is disingenuous, but this only intensifies the 
uncanny homeliness that haunts these plays, and that so offended Voltaire, 
where the domestic signifiers of tragedy are Gertrude’s shoes or Othello’s 
hanky. What Greenblatt (1988, 26–33) calls the “Machiavellian hypothe-
sis” prompted by the shock of the New World seems to be tested by this 
worldly writer, not on some stranger in a strange land, as it is by Marlowe, 
but on the audience, as Shakespeare takes what goes around seriously and 
brings the global home. For rather than projecting onto “the barbarous 
Scythian” (Lear, 1,1,116) the certainty that “Humanity must perforce prey 
upon itself, / Like monsters of the deep” (4,2,50–51), by locating the terror 
squarely “in our house” this revolutionary thinking shatters the immunized 
and “comfortable sense of Western or English selfhood in opposition to 
a unified ‘Otherness’” (Vitkus 1999, 99). An authentically Shakespearean 
voice is hence first heard when Tamora, the queen of Goths, interrupts Titus’ 
triumph on its way to the Coliseum to protest the Roman immunological 
custom of human sacrifice as a “cruel irreligious piety” (Titus, 1,1,130). For 
in showing how the host turns hostile, in dramas where, as Gillies (1994, 
100–106) says, it is the alien who is in danger, and “the exotic character who 
courts our sympathy,” Shakespeare “creates his own ‘heart of darkness’,” 
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not in Africa or the Indies, but in the European house. Housekeeping, in the 
sense of the hospitality we owe the world that yet carries the risk of being 
consumed by it, appears indeed to be more of a concern here, in response 
to circumspection about the globe, than how much of it is left to conquer. 
For “whether it is in Capulet’s ballroom, Brabantio’s parlor, Macbeth’s 
guest suite, or Timon’s banqueting house, hospitality chez Shakespeare” sets 
the table for our own globalized debates about polis and oikos, norm and 
exception, the universal versus the particular (Lupton 2011, 165).

As the British Museum reminds us, Shakespeare keeps house in settings 
stuffed with luxury goods from across the world (see Cohen 2001, 133–35), 
like those husbanded by the tycoon Gremio in The Taming of the Shrew: 
“Tyrian tapestry / … Turkey cushions bossed with pearl, / Valance of Venice 
gold in needlework … and all things that belongs / To house or house-
keeping.” (2,1,341–48) But in Vermeer’s Hat, his dazzling book about the 
way the global economy penetrated Dutch interiors, Timothy Brook points 
out that these texts record the phase of second contacts in the evolution 
of a world market, the sequel after the first age of discovery trumpeted by 
Marlowe was over, and “[r]ather than … deadly conflict, there was nego-
tiation and borrowing; rather than triumph and loss, give and take; rather 
than the transformation of cultures, their interaction” (Brook 2008, 21). 
Agonism replaced antagonism for the second global generation. Thus, after 
the great clash of civilizations, the seventeenth century would be a true 
worldly mercantilist era of tariffs and trade-offs, recounts Brook, a time 
for immunological adjustment and accommodation that he finds punctually 
registered in the Shakespearean section of the judicial comedy Measure for 
Measure, dating from 1604, when Pompey derails the court with a bathetic 
Pinteresque monologue relating how the pregnant Mistress Elbow had an 
insatiable craving to consume stewed prunes:

Sir, she came in great with child, and longing—saving your honour’s 
reverence—for stewed prunes. Sir, we had but two in the house, which 
at that very distant time stood, as it were, in a fruit dish—a dish of 
some three-pence, your honours have seen such dishes; they are not 
china dishes, but very good dishes.

(Measure, 2,1,82–86)

Sex, fruit, porcelain, and a cheap imitation form a chain of signifiers, in 
this Lacanian tale of displaced “longing,” that not only recapitulates the 
play’s theme of substitution, but enacts the endless extended supplemen-
tation and deferred gratification of all over-horizon global trade. No won-
der the magistrate Angelo likens its stretched-out duration to “a night 
in Russia, / When nights are longest there” (2,1,122–23). China only began 
arriving in Amsterdam around 1600, and its cobalt blue and lustrous white 
coloring, with glassy transparent glaze created at a temperature of 1300 
degrees Celsius, instantly made this exorbitantly costly tableware a prime 
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object of mimetic consumer desire. “The first Chinese porcelain to reach 
Europe amazed all who saw or handled it. Europeans could think only of 
crystal when pressed to describe the stuff,” and so seductive was its sen-
suous attraction that it instantly became “synonymous with China itself” 
(Brook 2008, 60). Brook sees china, therefore, as a quintessential symbol 
of Shakespeare’s agonistic age of transculturation, since it was, in fact, first 
manufactured as an intercultural crossover by Chinese ceramicists aiming 
to meet Persian aesthetic and Islamic religious demands. Soon “everyone 
tried— though for a long while they also failed—to imitate the look and feel” 
of this de luxe product, and the “bazaars outside of China were cluttered 
with second-rate imitations” (Brook 2008, 62). A decade later, however, 
the sinologist explains, the delayed pay-off of Pompey’s shaggy-dog-story 
about frustrated satisfaction would not have been so excruciating, for by 
then Chinese porcelain was pouring into Europe’s warehouses, and as its 
price plunged, so its transcendental place in the mimetic logic of the fashion 
system was superseded by carnations, and then, maniacally, by tulip bulbs 
(see Brook 2008, 73–75). By the time Wycherley wrote The Country Wife 
for Restoration London in 1675, “china” had ceased to signify the exquisite 
unobtainable, and become rakish slang for quick sex. But Shakespeare was 
writing at the moment of measure in the march of globalization, when it 
was possible to know the value of everything, yet still to count the cost.

“Go to, go to, no matter for the dish,” Judge Escalus interjects, during 
the testimony about Mistress Elbow’s prunes. But though Pompey concedes 
its triviality—”No, indeed, sir, not of a pin; you are therein in the right” 
(Measure, 2,1,88)—in Vermeer’s Hat we come to appreciate how the miss-
ing china dish might matter greatly to the audience at the Globe, as another 
circular objet petit a, an unattainable focus of a globalized mimetic lust. In 
1604, Measure for Measure was so relevant to the hothouse society that was 
incubating the immunological disaster of the tulip mania, because its entire 
plot concerns absence, craving, displacement, and the “thirsty evil” of con-
suming “Like rats that ravin down their proper bane” (1,2,109–10). But if 
Shakespeare’s plays are packed with such allusions to the imitative desire for 
fashion labels and imported luxuries, they are there not as Marlovian mark-
ers of colonial exploitation, imperial conquest, or what it is “to be a king / 
And ride in triumph through Persepolis” (1Tamburlaine, 2,5,53–54), but 
as signifiers of what René Girard (1991, 162–63) calls the modern “plague 
of undifferentiation.” Here the gimcrack reproduction of the authentic and 
universal is as good as it will ever get. Like the museum curators, Jardine 
(1998, 1) can discern “the seeds of our own exuberant multiculturalism and 
bravura consumerism” in this Renaissance passion for “worldly goods.” Yet 
how to measure the value, and count the cost, of that absent but so desirable 
china dish, or why indeed it matters to the likes of Mistress Elbow and Mas-
ter Froth, is, in a sense, a question that runs throughout these worldly plays.

“They are not china dishes, but very good dishes” (Measure, 2,1,70): 
Pompey sounds “a tedious fool” (120) apologizing for the crockery supplied 
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at Mistress Overdone’s “naughty house,” “the Bunch of Grapes,” where 
Master Froth delights to sit “in a lower chair,” cracking “the stones of the 
foresaid prunes,” because “it is an open room, and good for winter.” But this 
banal domestic scene has the suggestiveness of a genre painting of a Dutch 
interior. As Brook observes (2008, 74), “Mistress Overdone did well enough 
as a procuress to be able to afford good dishes, but not Chinese porcelain.” 
So the type of vessel with which she served clients would have been faience, 
pottery fired at 900 degrees and coated with tin oxide, a technique the Ital-
ians of Faenza learned from the Persians, “who had developed it to make 
cheap import substitutes that could compete with Chinese wares” (Brook 
2008, 61). During Shakespeare’s lifetime, the most convincing of such cop-
ies were mass-produced by Dutch tile-makers in Delft, and Delftware soon 
became “the affordable substitute for ordinary people who wanted Chinese 
porcelain but … could not dream of acquiring” the genuine article (Brook 
2008, 78). Delftware has the deceptive appearance of porcelain, but lacks 
its thinness and translucence, and it is fatally liable to chip, which reveals 
the crude earthenware beneath the glaze of tin. So, as symbols of the false 
promise of the fake, in a story about a viceroy whose flaws are exposed 
after “some more test” is made of his “metal” (Measure, 1,1,48), Delftware 
dishes could hardly be more apt. But Pompey’s admission that “they are 
not china dishes” betrays a deeper anxiety, and the embarrassment that 
even the “very good” that Europe produces is imitative or second-rate. This 
was a disconcerting worldliness shared by Montaigne, who writes in “On 
Coaches” (2003, 1028): “When our artillery and printing were invented 
we clamoured about miracles: yet at the other end of the world in China 
men had been enjoying them over a thousand years earlier.” Thus, with the 
immunological shock of planetization, and in place of its ethnocentrism, 
Europe was “acquiring a new, potentially humbler, perspective” (Bouwsma 
2000, 70, 72–73) on its undifferentiated place in a multipolar world, the 
historian William Bouwsma records:

[T]he whole earth could now be represented by a globe that could 
be held in one’s hands. So a young man, on receiving the gift of a 
globe from his father, remarked: “Before seeing it, I had not realized 
how small the world is. … Another potential blow to the self-image 
of Europe was implicit in the eschatological hopes of some religious 
groups who looked forward … to the onset of a new age. … Dissat-
isfaction with European ways was one source of favorable accounts 
of exotic cultures. … Montaigne thought China “a kingdom whose 
government and arts, without dealings with any knowledge of ours,” 
surpassed Europe in many ways. … The Japanese were already being 
praised for their politeness, and for the poise and intellectual quick-
ness of their children. The non-European world was becoming a mir-
ror in which to examine the blemishes of Europe.

(Bouwsma 2000, 70–73)
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Tardy Apish Nation

“If in Naples / I should report this now, would they believe me—/ If I should 
say I saw such islanders?”, exclaims Gonzalo in The Tempest of the “people 
of the island,” whose manners, he has discovered, “are more gentle-kind 
than of / Our human generation you shall find / Many, nay, almost any” 
(3,3,28–34). Editors connect his surprise with reports that American natives 
were “gentle, loving, and faithful, void of all guile and treason, after the 
manner of the Golden Age” (quoted in Bouwsma 2000, 73); and though 
the old lord is responding to a banquet laid out by Prospero’s spirits, the 
inferiority complex he voices drives a story in which European castaways 
are garbed in garments acquired in Africa, “at the marriage of the King’s 
fair daughter Claribel to the King of Tunis” (Tempest, 2,1,69). Along with 
almonds, sugar, and “masses of gold,” silk was in fact the main import into 
Jacobean England from North Africa; and if English writers scorned such 
fabrics as “the materializations of oriental luxury and vice” (Willan 1959, 
120–121, 266–67), they “aspired to produce just such textiles themselves” 
(Stallybrass 2006, 31). So an edgy mix of indebtedness and insecurity recurs 
whenever Shakespeare intrudes a character into an alien environment and 
the guest realizes what “a goodly city” his host inhabits (Coriolanus, 4,4,1); 
from the instant in The Comedy of Errors when Antipholus of Syracuse 
goes to “view the city” (1,2,31), and the misguided hospitality of the Ephe-
sians means “There’s not a man I meet but doth salute me / As if were their 
well-acquainted friend / … / Some tender money to me, some invite me, / 
Some other give me thanks for kindnesses” (4,3,1–5). One of the genre of 
plays set in the Ottoman Mediterranean that stage the temptation to “turn 
Turk,” this Shakespearean variant pushes the formula to its limit by making 
the strangers the tourists’ long-lost twins (see Vitkus 2003, 39; Stanivukovic 
2007, 10). The fantasy parallels tall tales that Native Americans spoke 
Welsh, and has analogues in fables of the gold of Eldorado or the treasury 
of Prester John, the legendary African king. But its libidinous consumerist 
drive will propel some of Shakespeare’s most beguiling scenes:

Be kind and courteous to this gentleman
Hop in his walks, and gambol in his eyes.
Feed him with apricots and dewberries,
With purple grapes, green figs, and mulberries;
The honey-bags steal from the humble-bees,
And for night-tapers crop their waxen thighs
And light them at the fiery glow-worms’ eyes
To have my love to bed and to arise.

(Dream, 3,1,146–53)

“Bottom’s dream” (4,1,208) doubtless reflects the consumerist delirium of 
a London audience yearning to be “translated” (3,1,105) to some Land of 
Cockaigne by shopping for “worldly goods”; and the heady fantasy does 
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seem to confirm the precocious sense of autonomy Londoners were develop-
ing through their trading relations with Asia, as discussed by Robert Batch-
elor in his study of John Selden’s map of China (see Batchelor 2014). Yet 
what this phantasmagoria does not assume is Anglocentrism; any more than 
does the Italianate “flatt’ring dream” devised by the Lord in The Taming 
of the Shrew for the tinker Christopher Sly: “Carry him gently to my fair-
est chamber, / And hang it round with all my wanton pictures” (Taming, 
Ind,1,40–41). Instead, Shakespeare’s plays seem to be agitated enough by 
“Report of fashion in proud Italy / Whose manners still our tardy-apish 
nation / Limps after in base imitation” (Richard II, 2,1,23) to expose 
England’s second-hand, substitute, tarnished underdevelopment as an 
anachronistic latecomer on the provincial frontier of Renaissance civiliza-
tion.5 In 1600, “[t]he ‘European Age’ in world history had not yet dawned” 
and “[t]he Indian economy was still more productive than that of Europe” 
(Curtin 1984, 149). But it is difficult for us to grasp how peripheral England 
was even to continental Europe, as an undifferentiated margin on a margin, 
which was “only just beginning to emerge from its status as the hinterland 
of Antwerp” (Stallybrass 2006, 31). In his own cameo textual appearances, 
however, Shakespeare always introduced himself as a cultural and geograph-
ical outsider, belated and outwitted like the Warwickshire yokel William. 
And what such gate-crashing tardiness evidently gave the dramatist was the 
untimeliness or “view from afar” that Claude Lévi-Strauss considered to be 
the pre-condition of anthropology, but traced only as far back as Rousseau; 
a space of observation that permits not only an appreciation of the vulner-
ability of one’s own lack of differentation, but a worldly understanding of 
the context of the “curiosity of nations” (Lear, 1,2,4), and thus the toleration 
of the intolerable:

Cease to persuade, my loving Proteus
Home-keeping youth hath ever homely wits.
Were’t not affection chains thy tender days
To the sweet glances of thy honoured love,
I rather would entreat thy company
To see the wonders of the world abroad
Than, living dully sluggardized at home,
Wear out thy youth in shapeless idleness.

(Two Gentlemen, 1,1,1–8)

In her cultural history of curiosity, Barbara Benedict traces the early modern 
European suspicion of travel back to the concern about the confessional 
relativism to which curiosity would lead, fears that were absorbed even by 
Montaigne, who came to deplore curiosity as an evil linked to the pride that 
“makes us stick our noses into everything” (Montaigne 2003, 204), because 
curiosity will not leave us alone: “Montaigne’s objection to curiosity as a 
kind of demystified wonder expresses the period’s anxiety about the power 
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of curiosity to swallow up wonder itself and to promote a free thought that 
uses phenomena as material for a purely secular response and classification.” 
(Benedict 2001, 32) Curiosity killed the cat that played with me too curiously, 
appears to be the moral of this most curious of Renaissance thinkers, who 
thereby emerges as less worldly than Shakespeare. For from the start of his 
career, the dramatist’s worldliness approximated to the “anti-ethnocentrism” 
Lars Engle has described as the conceptual disorientation that comes from 
“the imperative to avoid privileging one’s own way of life” (quoted in Hardin 
2010, 28). At a time when English satirists like Thomas Nashe were subject-
ing travelers to “virulent criticism” (Warneke 1995, 6) in works like The 
Unfortunate Traveller; and worrying about foreign travel precisely because 
they dreaded “the commensurability of human beings and therefore the 
capacity of the English to become like those they observed” (Vitkus 2003, 9), 
Shakespeare seems instead to have shared Francis Bacon’s culturalist philos-
ophy, according to which “[t]ravel, in the younger sort, is a part of education; 
in the elder, a part of experience” (Bacon 1840, 26).

For a thinker whose fascination with religious multiplicity and cultural 
difference is often taken to be the foundation of ethnography, Montaigne was 
surprisingly critical of the curious. The emotional pull of Catholic universal-
ism overrode his intellectual contextualism. In Shakespeare, too, the word 
“curiosity” is invariably negative, and denotes pickiness, as when Timon is 
“mocked for too much curiosity” in his clothes (Timon, 4,3,302); also, in 
King Lear, “curiosity in neither can make choice of either” of Lear’s heirs 
(1,1,5), and the dotard king blames his “jealous curiosity” for his suspicions 
(1,4,59). Likewise, “curious” implies affected, as with the “curious tale” a 
macho Kent brags he delights to “mar in telling” (29). Curiouser and curi-
ouser, however, when Edmund declares he will permit neither custom nor 
“The curiosity of nations” about his bastardy to stand in his way, because 
Mother Nature is his “goddess” (1,2,1–4), the villain is paraphrasing Mon-
taigne (2003, 808), who in his essay “On a Monster Child” mused that 
whatever is “against custom we say is against Nature, yet there is nothing 
whatsoever which is not in harmony with her.”6 So it is the monster child of 
this play who would sweep curiosity away. In King Lear, where Shakespeare 
out-Montaignes Montaigne for worldliness, curiosity, a capacity to measure 
global differences and make comparisons in a multipolar world, is thus rein-
stated as a name for what we might term anthropology. Thus, “I do not like 
the fashion of your garments” (3,6,73), the old king snaps, “You will say 
they are Persian, but let them be changed” (74). For cross-cultural compari-
sons are never here to the advantage of the English imitator:

Is man no more than this? Consider him well. Thou owest the worm no 
silk, the beast no hide, the sheep no wool, the cat no perfume. Ha! here’s 
three on’s are sophisticated! Thou art the thing itself; unaccommodated 
man is no more but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art.

(Lear, 3,4,9–99)
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“’Twere to consider too curiously to consider so,” Horatio objects, when 
Hamlet likens the relics of Europe’s highest achievers, Alexander and “impe-
rial Caesar,” to Yorick’s skull (Hamlet, 5,1,190–96). The Christian prohi-
bition of curiositas was motivated precisely by the aversion to seeing the 
great undifferentiation of death (see Sloterdijk 2014, 317). As Foucault 
observed, “[c]uriosity is a vice that has been stigmatized … by Christianity, 
by philosophy, and even by a certain conception of science”; the philosopher 
extolled curiosity as a “passion” for reality that finds “what surrounds us 
strange” (Foucault 1988, 328). And the curious Prince, who is anthropolo-
gist enough to know when a custom is “more honoured in the breach than 
the observance” (Hamlet, 1,4,18), and who says he “could be bounded in a 
nutshell” yet would dub himself “a king of infinite space,” has had the “bad 
dream” of thinking “this goodly frame the earth” nothing but “a sterile 
promontory,” and man, “the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals,” 
no more than a “quintessence of dust” (2,2,248; 290–98). The historian 
Bouwsma again: “Curiosity, both cause and consequence of the discoveries”  
(Bouwsma 2000, 69), triggered Spenglerian gloom about the decline of the 
West, with humanists like Ortelius’ friend Justus Lipsius meditating that 
“[o]nce the East flourished: Assyria, Egypt and Ierorie excelled in warre 
and peace. That glorie was transferred into Europe, which now (like a dis-
eased bodie) seemeth vnto me to be shaken. … And … behold now there 
ariseth els wher new people, & a new world” (quoted in Bouwsma 2000, 
73–74). Montaigne’s skepticism, in “On Coaches” (2003, 1029), was sim-
ilarly sharpened by the sense that America was “emerging into light when 
ours is leaving it.” For as Hegel understood (1985, 333), the first age of 
globalization was for Europe its twilight hour, the instant of greatest immu-
nological exposure, when “the increasing range of acquaintance with alien 
peoples under the pressure of natural necessity; as, for example, becoming 
acquainted with a new continent, had this skeptical effect upon the dog-
matic common sense of the Europeans down to that time.”

“What is a world? Or what does ‘world’ mean,” asks Nancy in his 
polemic against globalization, and answers: “[A] world is a totality of 
meaning.” (Nancy 2007, 41) “This amounts to saying that a worldview is 
indeed the end of the world as viewed, digested, absorbed. … And this is 
also why Heidegger in 1938, turning against … Nazism, exposed the end of 
the age of the Weltbilder—images or pictures of the world.” (Nancy 2007, 
43) To create an interdependent worldliness, mondialisation as opposed to 
globalization, involves thinking a world without mastery, Nancy (2007, 54) 
proposes: a thinking he identifies with art, which is “a work working and 
opening beyond any meaning that is either given or to be given.” Likewise, 
for Badiou, in Kenneth Reinhard’s words (2013, 67), “love is the decision 
to create … a new logic of world, a new neighborhood.” And Shakespeare, 
whose wordplay on “this solid globe” (Troilus, 1,3,113) suggests he was 
alive to the potential of “this under globe” (Lear, 2,2,155), the scene of 
his own artwork, to become “this world’s globe” (2HenryVI, 3,2,406), a 
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paradigm for “our good will,” and was confident his worlding would “the 
globe compass” as part of a planetary revolution, shared his audiences’ 
fears about “th’affrighted globe” (Othello, 5,2,109), “this distracted globe” 
(1,5,97), this sullied globe of undifferentiating globalization, enough to be 
conscious of the negatives of a “globe of sinful continents” (2Henry IV, 
2,4,258). “See the world’s ruins,” gloated Ben Jonson (1996, 185), when 
“the glory of the Bank” burned down. For Shakespeare’s “brave new world” 
(Tempest, 5,1,186) turned out to be peopled with lechers, murderers, rogues, 
and fools. Yet his final and surprisingly “cheerful” (4,1,147) word on the 
name of the house, and the entire metropolitan panorama of palaces and 
playhouses in which his works had been staged, was his most rounded, or 
truly worldly, “view from afar”:

the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve;
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind.

(The Tempest, 4,1,153–56)

Notes

 1. All quotations from Shakespeare are from the Norton edition (see Shakespeare 
2007), with references given directly in my text.

 2. For a magisterial account of the phenomenology of the time of globalization, to 
which I am indebted throughout, see Osborne 1995.

 3. For an authoritative review, see Wilson 2013, where the best-selling book is 
described as an “airy nothing” that is “old-fashioned” in its theater history and 
“confused” about religion, “inaccurate in both picture captions and text,” and 
the product of “sloppy research and insufficient editorial control.”

 4. All quotations from Marlowe are from the Penguin edition (see Marlowe 2003), 
with references given directly in my text.

 5. For anxieties about “apish” English imitativeness, see Floyd-Wilson 2003, 54–57.
 6. Jonathan Dollimore (1984, 18) has argued that Montaigne’s conception of “cus-

tom” anticipated Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology.
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2 The Art of Deception
L’isle Des Hermaphrodites in the Context 
of the Age of Discoveries

Fabienne Imlinger

If there is one thing the various scholars dealing with early modern Utopias 
might agree on, it is that most of them are quite a tedious read. And to come 
to the point right away: despite its somewhat auspicious title, L’Isle des 
Hermaphrodites (The Island of Hermaphrodites), the Utopian novel dis-
cussed here, is no exception.

One way of accounting for the effect early modern Utopian novels 
frequently have on present-day readers is by recourse to genre conven-
tions, more precisely, to the conventionality of the genre. According to 
Claude-Gilbert Dubois (quoted in Trousson 1998, 16), Utopia is a “genre 
à règles fixes et très étroites,” that is, a genre characterized by fixed and 
rigid conventions. Thus, for example, most European Utopian novels of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries deploy a circular narrative inher-
ited from their generic next of kin, travel literature: departure of the 
traveler-narrator; arrival on the Utopian island; exploration and descrip-
tion of the island, its inhabitants, laws, and customs; return home and 
transmission of the tale (see Racault 2003, 13). Furthermore, the majority 
of such novels rely on a fairly limited arsenal of typical situations and 
scenes, such as the dialogic framing of the narrative or a storm causing 
the protagonist’s ship to wreck and the ensuing discovery of the Utopian 
nation (see Racault 2003, 16).

In an almost apologetic vein, Jean-Michel Racault has argued that this 
adherence to conventions should not be mistaken as proof for the medioc-
rity of the texts or their authors’ lack of originality. Instead, it needs to be 
understood as a sign of strong generic identity (see Racault 2003, 13).1

Fredric Jameson offers another explanation as to why the basic texts of 
the genre have become “desperately unreadable” today. This is not due to 
any formal feature of the novels themselves, but because a certain kind of 
reader has gone extinct. In the era of late capitalism with its “particularly 
repressive reality-and-performance-principle,” the idea of “tinkering with 
what exists, let alone its thoroughgoing restructuration,” seems futile and 
childish. Hence, Utopian novels of the past do not grip us anymore because 
“the level of tolerance for fantasy” has been “modified by a change in social 
relations.” It is indeed hard to imagine, as he asks us to, that someone could 
have been “just as addicted to the bloodless forecasts of a Cabet or a Bellemy 
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[sic!] as we ourselves may be to Tolkien, The Godfather, Ragtime, or detec-
tive stories” (Jameson 1977, 2).

Jameson’s choice of current examples is telling, and for two reasons. On 
the one hand, they illustrate that generic conventionality does not necessar-
ily account for the fact that we often find Utopian novels hard to read, for 
this certainly does not stop fans of detective stories from enjoying them. On 
the other hand, Jameson’s comparison points to yet another formal char-
acteristic of Utopias, which he comments upon later on in his text, namely 
a tension “between description and narrative” at work in all Utopian dis-
course. He continues to make an even stronger claim, arguing that the 
incompatibility—and not merely the tension—“between action or events 
and that timeless map-like extension of the non-place itself” must be consid-
ered as one of the fundamental constraints of the form (Jameson 1977, 16).

While in Jameson’s examples—with the exception of Tolkien, maybe—
description does not stand in the way of the narrative course of events, 
there is a tendency, particularly pronounced in early modern Utopian nov-
els, for the narrative to be “effaced by and assimilated to sheer description” 
(Jameson 1977, 16). This is quite necessarily so, since, as Louis Marin (1984, 
50–51) points out in the book that Jameson reviews in the piece considered 
here, description is the characteristic mode of Utopian discourse:

[T]he mode of discourse proper to Utopia is description: to draw out a 
representation. … But the description will take time … for the simple 
reason that the description of an image is never-ending. The visible will 
always be in excess of the “sayable.” … Utopic discourse is perhaps 
this extreme pretention of language to provide a complete portrait of 
an organized and inhabited space.

All the same, narration is, Marin (1984, 57) goes on to specify, the condi-
tio sine qua non of Utopian texts: “Utopia is … a narrative that frames a 
description to which it ascribes its conditions of possibility.”

It is important to recall with Phillip E. Wegner (2002, xviii) that Utopias 
are often misread as static descriptions, with “‘description’ being implicitly 
understood to be the ‘other’ to the temporal, or process, orientation of nar-
rative.” However, the specific—and specifically disproportionate—relation-
ship between description and narrative is arguably one of the main reasons 
why early modern Utopias are difficult to read for us today.2 In any case, the 
tendency toward descriptive dilation certainly put my patience to the test 
when reading L’Isle des Hermaphrodites nouvellement descouverte, avec les 
mœurs, loix, coutumes et ordonnances des habitans d’icelle (The Island of 
Hermaphrodites Rediscovered, with Its Habits, Laws, Customs, and Orders 
of the Habitants)—to cite the full title of the work in question.

I insist on the question of how—and possibly even with how little plea-
sure—one might read Utopian novels of the past because my argument 
depends on the somewhat counterintuitive, maybe impossible task outlined 
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by Jameson. That is to say: my analysis assumes precisely the existence 
of such a reader as he asks us to imagine. More precisely, it is based on 
the assumption of an implied curious reader in Wolfgang Iser’s sense, and 
thus—at least in principle—on a reading experience I do not immediately 
share, but can only, by way of analysis and imagination, reconstruct.3

By focusing on this implied curious reader, I situate L’Isle in the context 
of the early modern European discourse of discovery. Stephen Greenblatt 
argues that early modern accounts of the New World essentially revolve 
around the category of wonder (or marvel), a term that in sixteenth- and 
early seventeenth-century Europe designates both an object or a phenome-
non and the response to the same object or phenomenon. I will analyze how 
the author of L’Isle invokes this conjunction of wonder and the discourse 
on the New World by using the term curieux, a term condensing the same 
ambiguity between object and subjective response. As will become appar-
ent, the invocation of wonder or curiosity had by 1605, when the novel 
was probably published, already become, if not a cliché, then at any rate a 
topos—not least a topos of a genre that emerged with the Age of Discover-
ies: the Utopian novel. My title “The Art of Deception” suggests that L’Isle 
deceives the expectations of the curious reader it assumes in order to achieve 
particular aesthetic and political ends—although whether or not it succeeds 
in doing so is yet another question. But before I develop my argument, I 
should situate L’Isle in the sociopolitical context of its time as well as well 
as in the genre tradition of Utopian novels.

Of Uncertain Origins: Situating L’isle Des Hermaphrodites

L’Isle des Hermaphrodites is a literary foundling. The oldest preserved edi-
tion of the book mentions neither author, nor editor, nor a year or place of 
publication. The most well-founded hypothesis, offered by Dubois in his 
“Introduction” to the latest French edition, attributes the novel to Artus 
Thomas, sieur d’Embry, and assumes 1605 as the year it was first pub-
lished (see Dubois 1996, 12–19). More than a mere technicality, solving 
the question of origins seems crucial. For only once it is possible to situate 
the Utopian novel in its sociopolitical context and to understand—or at 
least conjecture about—the objectives of its author, does it become possible 
to fully determine the literal meaning of its central allegory: the nation of 
Hermaphrodites.

The task of allegorical decipherment is essential for the discussion not 
only of this particular Utopia, but of the genre in general. With their “play 
of topical allusions”—generally in the form of inversions—and their almost 
“obsessive references to actuality” (Jameson 1977, 7), Utopian novels seem 
to invite, even demand literal readings. Reading literally, in the case of 
Utopia, means assessing the complex operations of the Utopian representa-
tion as it is variously thought to escape, challenge, idealize, or disguise the 
sociopolitical situation it emerges from (see Leslie 1998, 6). Yet in the case 



The Art of Deception 43

of L’Isle, trying to solve the question of its origins does not easily lead to an 
unambiguous reading of the novel’s central allegory. But before I continue to 
signal the problems arising once the question of authorship and date of ori-
gin is solved, it is necessary to briefly sketch the novel’s story and structure.

L’Isle adapts the central conventions of the genre mentioned above to the 
historical situation of late sixteenth-century France. The novel begins with a 
double narrative frame. The narrator of the first frame is an anonymous I—
possibly a figure of the author—who introduces the protagonist, a French 
nobleman. Together with other companions they have gathered at the noble-
man’s home after his return to France from years of traveling the globe. 
The nobleman, whose name is never given, left his home country because 
of religious wars raging within and outside of France, and came back upon 
hearing the news of the Peace Treaty of Vervins.4 Hence, the narrative pres-
ent of the novel as well as the tale of the protagonist are situated roughly 
in the last decades of the sixteenth and at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century. Of the many things the French aristocrat has seen during his travels, 
there is one in particular he wants to tell his companions about, namely the 
nation of Hermaphrodites.

At this point, the narration switches from the viewpoint of the anony-
mous I to the first person narration of the protagonist and to the second 
narrative frame. The protagonist recounts how he landed upon the shore of 
an island, together with another companion and the ship’s pilot, after the 
ship he boarded to return to France via Lisbon was wrecked by a storm. In 
the course of his exploration of the island, he finds a palace inhabited by a 
strange people, the above-mentioned Hermaphrodites.

We follow him as he discovers the extravagant palace and the customs of 
its no less extravagant inhabitants, both of which are described in a manner-
ist excess of ekphrasis. The central mode of Utopia, description, is here taken 
to extremes, to the verge of absurdity even. For what is described in every 
detail imaginable is, first, how the Hermaphrodites are primped, dressed, 
powdered, tweezed; the fabric, color, shape of their dress—in short: their 
morning toilet. Second, there is an extensive description of a meal including 
a detailed account of the tables, the dishes served, and their mode of prepa-
ration as well as the way they are consumed by the Hermaphrodites. Finally, 
throughout the course of the Frenchman’s tour through the palace, he offers 
detailed descriptions of the decoration and furnishing of its rooms.

As Kathleen P. Long (1996) has observed, the palace of Hermaphrodites 
resembles a series of Chinese boxes: every room the narrator enters appears 
richer and more lavishly furnished than the previous; every hermaphrodite 
he encounters appears higher in rank—that is, displaying a more sophisti-
cated attire, indulging in a more refined personal hygiene—than the pre-
vious one, so that in the end “all sense of order or hierarchy is destroyed, 
and no one seems to be in charge” (191). And just as the social hierarchy is 
undermined by the almost “nightmarish” proliferation of “important” her-
maphrodites (191), so the pathway of the narrator as he wanders around 
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the palace ultimately never leads to a center or heart of the palace.5 On the 
contrary: the procession from room to room with its concomitant repetition 
of similar scenes and intérieurs makes it increasingly impossible to distin-
guish between interior and exterior, or to get any clear notion of the space 
described and explored by the narrator.

If, as Louis Marin would have it, the Utopian text can be considered as 
language’s—impossible—pretention to give a complete picture of an orga-
nized and inhabited space, then L’Isle exhibits the impossibility of this pre-
tention by using the power of language to fold in on itself in a spiraling 
movement of mise en abyme. The result is not a tableau of an organized 
space in any straightforward sense, but much rather the impression of a 
convoluted, fractal space constantly doubling in on itself, leaving the reader 
with a sense of disorientation.

This vertiginous narration of what the traveler-narrator witnesses as he 
follows one of the hermaphrodites around the palace is interrupted twice 
by the insertion of documents originating from the island itself. First, an 
“Extraict des loix, statuts, coustumes et ordonnances,” the bottom line of 
which is the transvaluation of all values in the service of a maximization 
of pleasure and profit. The core of this “Extraict” are the “Articles de Foy,” 
an Anti-Decalogue of sorts in which the central performative phrase of 
the Christian credo (Je crois) is mimicked and replaced by a confession to 
ignorance (“nous ignorons” [L’Isle 1996, 89]). The constitutional texts are 
later followed by two “heretic” scriptures, entitled “Contre les Hermaphro-
dites” and “Du Souverain Bien de l’Homme.” These texts basically negate 
the negation effective in the previous texts and profess, instead, a catalogue 
of Christian morals. After the insertion of these two documents, the novel 
switches back to the first narrative frame, that is, the gathering of the com-
panions and the narration of the anonymous I, and ends fairly abruptly with 
the nobleman’s promise to continue his tale the next day.

The novel’s structure interlaces utopian and dystopian elements: The 
description of the island is a dystopia, the text “Contre les Hermaphrodites” 
is a reverse-utopia, that is a reversal or cross-check of the previous text, and 
the final propositions “Du Souverain Bien de l’Homme” are the actual uto-
pia (see Dubois 1996, 28). Corin Braga has argued that L’Isle can therefore 
be considered as the first French Anti-Utopian or Dystoptian novel, thereby 
objecting to the assumption that Anti-Utopian literature is a modern phe-
nomenon dating back only to the early twentieth century (see Braga 2010, 
9–10). Against such a clear-cut opposition between Utopia and Dystopia, 
one might argue that the particular structure of L’Isle draws on—rather 
than opposes, as Braga would have it—the tradition of the genre. After all, 
already Thomas More’s founding text of 1516 displays an intricate interlac-
ing of utopian and dystopian elements (see Leslie 1998, 3–4).

The dystopian allegory at the heart of the novel, the nation of Hermaph-
rodites, has been read as a satire of Henri III and his mignons. To begin with, 
the description of the Hermaphrodites’ toilet, dress, eating habits, and meals 
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corresponds to anecdotes circulating in popular, often satirical texts about 
the Court of Henri III (see Dubois 1996, 19). Furthermore, the choice and 
use of the figure of the hermaphrodite draws on the pejorative meaning the 
term had gained in the course of the sixteenth century: hermaphrodite not 
only signified a double nature or confusion of genders and/or desires, but 
was also increasingly used to designate an ambiguous political, moral, or 
religious attitude marked by opportunism, dissimulation, and the pursuit of 
personal interest or pleasure (see Dubois 1996, 9).

This is precisely the attitude that the constitutional texts of the Hermaph-
rodites spell out: personal pleasure and profit are declared the ultimate goals 
of every subject of the Hermaphrodite nation, and any form of hypocrisy 
is not only allowed but strongly recommended as a means to achieve these 
goals. By exaggerating the pejorative significations of the term, the allegory 
serves as a critique of the moderate politics of Henri III, the libertinism 
associated with the decadent aristocratic culture of the mignons, and their 
purported atheism.

At first sight, this reading of L’Isle is corroborated if one assumes Artus 
Thomas to be the novel’s author. From the little that is known of him, he can 
only be considered as a fervent proponent of the French counter-reformation 
and its attempt to restore unity in a country devastated by nearly half a cen-
tury of riots, massacres, and civil wars; a country destabilized by the fairly 
quick succession of five kings and the accompanying dynastic conflicts; a 
country divided by the religious schism of the reformation. According to 
Claude-Gilbert Dubois, L’Isle and the conservative spirit expressed in its 
satirical allegory inscribes itself in a movement of a restoration of unity: 
politically around the royal function, socially around the notion of law, 
ideologically around a Christianity purified by the backwash of rigorous 
reforms (see Dubois 1988, 316).

The two “heretic” scriptures figuring in the novel, particularly the one 
entitled “Du Souverain Bien de l’Homme,” are telling in this respect because 
they display, by disavowing the atheism and libertinism present in the con-
stitutional texts, a strong sense of Christian morals. And while militants 
of the reformation and the counter-reformation alike meet in their abhor-
rence of a laissez-faire attitude in matters of religion and morals—as it was 
allegedly exemplified by Henri III and his mignons—it is more plausible, 
given the tone and content of “Du Souverain Bien de l’Homme,” to place the 
author in the camp of Catholicism (see Dubois 1996, 17).

The date of publication, however, raises questions with regard to this 
reading. For in 1605, Henri III was no longer king. He was murdered in 
1589 and succeeded, in 1594, by Henri de Navarre, who re-converted to 
Catholicism in order to be crowned Henri IV. By 1605 his regency, equally 
troubled as those of his predecessors by religious conflicts within and out-
side of France, was already in its eleventh year. One might consequently 
wonder with Dubois (1996, 20) why one should bother about the mignons 
of Henri III in 1605, and how one ought to explain the success of the novel 
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if it merely offers a retrospective view of a lost and forgotten generation. 
Moreover, on this basis, one might ask whether the allegory might not be tar-
geted at the reigning king, Henri IV, the former protestant now re-converted 
Catholic whose politics of tolerance were manifested in the 1598 Edict of 
Nantes granting protestants, if not full, then at least substantial equality 
and who, in 1599, had his marriage with Marguerite de Valois annulled in 
order to marry Maria de’ Medici, the wealthiest heiress on the European 
continent at the time—a king who, in short, could be considered as much a 
hermaphrodite, in the sense outlined above, as his forerunner on the throne?

These questions can obviously not be answered, and could not be 
answered even if the origins of the novel were known. For the Utopian alle-
gory does not represent or refer to a particular historical reality or express 
the author’s intention in any straightforward sense. Rather, it must be under-
stood as a figuration established across a referential subtext, which is itself 
created through the play of topical allusions (see Jameson 1977, 7–8). The 
complicated textual apparatus at work in Utopian novels “neutralizes” (to 
use Louis Marin’s central term), that is, performs an operation of canceling 
out its texture of topical allusions at the same time that it produces it and 
reinforces it: “The utopian figure is a discursive object, non without refer-
ence, but with an absent referent.” (Marin 1984, 196)

It is interesting to note in this respect that while most commentators have 
not failed to identify Henri III as the central target of the novel’s satirical alle-
gory and to understand this as an expression of Artus Thomas’ reactionary, 
militant attitude in matters political, moral, and religious, they also hardly ever 
fail to note that the novel does not, in the end, fulfill its author’s political ends.

Kathleen P. Long (1996, 184), for example, observes that “although his 
book is meant to be a conservative critique of the fashionable court and 
moderate politics of Henri III, in the end, Artus seems to question norma-
tive views of gender (and, by extension, of other social issues).” And Corin 
Braga points out that the two texts commonly identified as expressing the 
author’s views—“Contre les Hermaphrodites” and “Du Souverain Bien de 
l’Homme”—are part of the Utopian fiction: they are introduced as belong-
ing to the educated circles of the island and not as a metatextual comment 
made at the level of the first narrative frame, that is, the present of the 
returned narrator and the anonymous I. This, Braga concludes, seems to 
relativize the ethical position of the author, possibly suggesting his skepti-
cism with regard to the possibility of implementing reasonable morals in a 
corrupted society (see Braga 2010, 281).

So, while in the first instance (Long), the text works somehow despite the 
author’s intentions, and in the second (Braga), it does so, if only suggestively, 
according to the author’s intentions—both seem to agree that the textual 
operations at work in L’Isle produce an ambiguity, or at least allow for a 
meaning and a reading of the text contrary to the purported conservatism 
of its author. This is striking if only because in other cases—More’s Utopia, 
for one—the ambiguities and contradictions resulting from the complex 
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textual operations at work in the Utopian novel are hardly ever read in this 
way “against” the author. In all likelihood, this has to do with a commonly 
assumed opposition between conservatism and the subversive potential 
associated with (textual) ambiguity.

I, for one, would like to stress the way in which L’Isle inscribes itself 
aesthetically and politically in the Utopian tradition, and hence consider 
the textual ambiguity outlined above not as an unintended “failure” of the 
author. It seems crucial to assert in this regard that the invention (or redis-
covery) of the Utopian novel by Thomas More does not by chance coincide 
“with the birth of capitalism and the dawning of an age of colonial expan-
sionism” (Leslie 1998, 6). According to Wegner (2002, 37), the “historical 
originality” of Utopia “lies in its capacity to mediate between two different 
cultural and social realities,” that is, between late feudal and modern social 
formations. It does so by producing the figuration, to use Louis Marin’s 
term, “of a space whose lived experience and theoretical perception only 
later become possible” (Wegner 2002, xviii).

To my view, L’Isle is no exception to this. Indeed, Dubois (1996, 30) has 
shown how the novel paves the way both aesthetically and politically for 
the “baroque à la française”: aesthetically, by driving mannerist procedures 
to the verge of absurdity (for example, the description of the palace outlined 
above); politically, by registering in its central allegory the dissolution of the 
aristocracy and its central role in the feudal system (for example, the pro-
cession of hermaphrodites outlined above) and thus anticipating—if only as 
a negativity—the centralized power of the absolutist monarch. Absolutism 
will in turn function as a mediator between feudalism and modernity, clear-
ing “the space for the emergence of a new kind of centralized social, politi-
cal, and cultural authority”: the nation-state (Wegner 2002, 52).

By considering L’Isle as part of the European discourse of discovery, I 
want to specify the function this novel in particular and the genre in general 
have had in the formation of the modern nation-state, as indicated above. 
According to Wegner’s central argument, which he develops using Benedict 
Anderson’s notion of imagined community:

there has been a continuous exchange of energies between the imagi-
nary communities of the narrative utopia and the imagined communi-
ties of the nation-state, the former providing one of the first spaces for 
working out the particular shapes and boundaries of the latter. These 
imaginary communities are “nowhere,” as the etymological root of the 
term utopia bears out, precisely to the degree that they make some-
where possible, offering a mechanism by which people will invent 
anew the communities as well as the places they inhabit.

(Wegner 2002, xvi–xvii)

Following Wegner, I argue that the “nowhere” of Utopia’s imaginary 
 communities—and hence also the “somewhere” they make possible—is 
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inextricably intertwined with the early modern representation and coloniza-
tion of the New World, a space itself oscillating between the “nowhere” of 
the imaginary communities and the “somewhere” of the imagined commu-
nities that will ultimately result in the building of the modern nation-state. 
It is in this sense that I read Greenblatt, who points out that rather than 
 distinguishing “between true and false representations” of the New World, 
he focuses on the “nature of the representational practices that the  Europeans 
carried with them to America and deployed when they tried to describe to 
their fellow countrymen what they saw and did.” European representations 
of the New World, Greenblatt continues (1991, 7), tell us less about the New 
World than about the “European practice of representation.”

As I outlined in the beginning, wonder plays a crucial part in these repre-
sentational practices. It is “the central figure in the initial European response 
to the New World, the decisive emotional and intellectual experience in the 
presence of radical difference” (Greenblatt 1991, 14). As such, wonder func-
tions as a mediator at a number of different levels. For one, the constitutive 
ambiguity of the term—as a designation for both an object and the (subjective) 
response to that object—manifests the temporary phenomenological uncer-
tainty of inside and outside, self and other, which, for Greenblatt, is a central 
feature of “first encounters.” However, wonder is not only a decisive category 
for the emotional and intellectual apprehension of the New World, but also an 
agent of the appropriation of the New World, for “after the initial moments 
of astonishment have passed,” the boundaries between self and other, subject 
and object, are all the more strongly rectified and the object of wonder then 
catalogued, inventoried, and ultimately possessed (Greenblatt 1991, 20).

Even though Greenblatt focuses mainly on travel literature in his study, it 
is justified to consider wonder an equally important category for the genre 
of Utopia, first and foremost because of the close generic kinship between 
travel literature and Utopian novels (see, for example, Racault 2003). In 
addition to the narrative features I have outlined in the beginning (for exam-
ple, circular narrative), Utopia can be said to mimic travel literature in order 
to establish its apparatus of topical allusions, one of the effects of this being 
a blurring of the difference between the truthfulness and the fictionality of 
the Utopian narrative. More’s Utopia comes to mind and the way in which, 
on the one hand, various details scattered in the text are meant to certify the 
truthfulness of Raphael Hythloday’s account, while it is, on the other hand, 
also suggested in manifold ways that the whole narrative is a fiction (see 
Ginzburg 2000, 7). Furthermore, Utopian novels share with accounts of the 
New World the narration of a particular event, namely the first encounter, 
in which, as indicated above, wonder plays a crucial role.

In the following analysis of L’Isle, I show how the mediatory function 
of wonder—or curiosity, in the case of the novel in question—as an agent 
between the self and the other and as a means to apprehend “radical differ-
ence” is put into question. In doing so, the novel deceives the expectations 
of the curious readership it assumes.
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“Chose Merveilleuse Que Ce Pied”: The Art of Deception in 
L’isle Des Hermaphrodites

The European discourse of discovery is already invoked in the very first 
paragraphs of L’Isle des Hermaphrodites and at the same time, by way of 
tautology and hyperbole, ridiculed:

The new world has in this new century produced so many new things 
that the majority of the old world, despising its oldness, has preferred 
to look for new fortunes, at the cost of thousands of lives, rather than 
being content with the old and living in quiet and tranquility.

(Le nouveau monde nous a produit en ce nouveau siecle tant de 
choses nouvelles, que la pluspart du monde ancien, mesprisant son 
antiquité, a mieux aymé chercher, au peril de mille vies, quelque nou-
velle fortune, que se contenter de l’ancienne et vivre en repos et tran-
quilité. [L’Isle 1996, 53–54])

In this passage, a consciousness of the discourse on the New World as dis-
course is manifest. For “[l]e nouveau monde” designates not merely—or 
primarily—a land mass discovered by explorers in the fifteenth century and 
hence a geographical space. Rather, and more importantly, the New World 
figures as a topos, a common place. This becomes evident in the repetition 
of the adjective “new,” a repetition that exposes the tautological nature of 
the New World as common place: it is new because everything found or 
expected to be found there (“choses nouvelles,” “nouvelle fortune”) is new. 
The Old World (“monde ancien”) consequently appears first in its quality 
as structural opposite. It is defined by its “oldness” (“antiquité”), which 
in the face of the novelty of the New World has become dreadful. More-
over, the Old World here functions as a figure of speech (“monde ancien” 
standing for Europeans) that draws an exaggerated picture of a fashion the 
discourse on the New World seems to have incited: in the “new century,” 
most Europeans seek their fortune in the New World, leaving behind a tran-
quil life. So, rather than designating the continents America and Europe, the 
New World and the Old World appear in this passage as commonly used—
and misused—figures of speech.

It is important, in this regard, that the protagonist, who is mentioned for 
the first time shortly thereafter, does not partake in the fashionable quest 
for the new. He is part of another exodus from the Old World, namely the 
people who leave Europe because of religious wars and persecution:

Among them was one of our Frenchmen, who was equally worthy and 
prudent, but whom a natural benevolence hindered from bathing his 
hands in the blood of his fellow countrymen, and he chose to run any 
other risk rather than do violence to his nature, and in this way, exiling 
himself and living an erratic life in the world, he saw in the course of 
many years everything that would satisfy a curious eye.
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(Or entre ceux-cy, un de nos François qui n’avoit pas moins de 
valeur que de prudence, mais à qui une bonté naturelle avoit osté la 
puissance et la volonté de tremper ses mains dans le sang des siens, 
fit eslection de courir plustost tout autre danger que de forcer en cela 
sa nature, de sorte que, se bannissant soy mesme et vivant errant par 
le monde, il veit en la longueur de plusieurs années tout ce qu’un œil 
curieux sçauroit desirer. [L’Isle 1996, 54])

The French nobleman is painted as an innocent figure: good by nature 
and untainted by the blood of his fellow countrymen. He is, however, not 
totally without vice, having seen everything a “curious eye” could have 
wished for during his years of traveling the globe and thereby having 
satisfied, as he later affirms at the beginning of his own narration, the 
“ardent curiosity of my spirit” (“ardante curiosité de mon esprit” [L’Isle 
1996, 55]).

The protagonist is thus characterized as curious, and curiosity is here 
evoked in Christian terms. Saint Augustine’s conception and critique of curi-
osity in Book 10, Chapter XXXV of his 398 Confessiones (Confessions) is 
the most prominent and influential example in this respect. Following the 
Gospel of John, he calls curiosity the “lust of the eyes” (Augustine 2008, 
211), thereby acknowledging the close association between (a Western con-
ception of) knowledge and the visual sense. Not exactly a pleasure of the 
flesh, curiosity is nonetheless a striving for new experiences through the 
flesh. While the man seeking pleasure will turn to objects that are beautiful, 
melodious, fragrant, or generally agreeable, the curious will also turn to 
objects that give him discomfort and even horror, such as, for example, a 
lacerated body. In Book 13, Chapter XXI, Saint Augustine, again following 
the Gospel of John, condemns the “poison of curiosity” (Augustine 2008, 
291), the desire to know for the sake of knowing, because it turns man away 
from God and toward the world in all its vanities and its hideousness.

It is through this Christian conception that curiosity is invoked in the pas-
sage cited above: as something associated with the act of seeing (“il veit”; 
“œil curieux”), as a passion (“tout ce qu’un œil curieux saurait desirer”; 
“l’ardante curiosité de mon esprit”), and as something that is directed 
toward the world (“errant par le monde”). But it seems that the “poison 
of curiosity” has now spread and become widely accepted in the process. 
More importantly for the present argument, it seems to have spread both as 
a result of and as the condition for traveling to the New World.

It is, finally, worth noting that the “curious eye” functions as a pars pro 
toto at several levels. It is a figure for the protagonist and—because of the 
impersonal article “un” (“un œil curieux”)—a figure for anybody, or every-
body, and can therefore, it seems, be understood as a figure for the reader. 
Hence my assumption of an implied curious reader of L’Isle, which is fur-
ther substantiated by another instance in which curiosity is mentioned at the 
very beginning of the novel:



The Art of Deception 51

Upon his arrival, every one of his friends and confidants visited him to 
hear how he was …, and being among those myself, as they decided 
to see him, I was easily convinced to travel with them, being no less 
curious than they were.

(A son arrivee, chacun de ses amis et familiers le fut visiter … pour 
apprendre des nouvelles …, et me trouvant lors avec quelques uns de 
ceux que je viens de dire, lorsqu’ils firent la resolution de le voir, je fus 
aysément persuadé à ce voyage, n’ayant pas moins de curiosité que les 
autres. [L’Isle 1996, 55])

The companions, among them the anonymous I-narrator, assemble out of 
curiosity at the protagonist’s estate. Their gathering is not only a variation 
of the dialogic framing of the Utopian narrative; it also projects an audience 
of curious listeners and, by analogy, of readers. In this way, the term “curios-
ité” includes the protagonist, the anonymous narrator, the companions, and 
potentially all readers of the novel.

Throughout the narration of the protagonist, curieux is used on numer-
ous occasions to describe the things he sees on the Hermaphrodites’ island. 
Just like wonder, curieux can thus signify both a subjective and emotion-
ally marked state of mind and the object toward which it is directed. It 
is telling that as an attribute of an object, curieux is frequently evoked in 
conjunction with wonder or marvel, such as in the following example: “I 
considered all these things with the utmost attention and marveled at their 
curiosity” (“Je considerois fort attentivement toutes ces choses et m’es-
merveillois de leur curiosité” [L’Isle 1996, 140]). The exploration of the 
island of Hermaphrodites—the palace, decors, costumes, habits, laws, and 
so on—presents itself as a succession of curiosities and, on the part of the 
traveler-narrator, as a renewed state of astonishment. The novel thereby 
mimics, as Corin Braga points out, an ethnographical discourse of the dis-
covery and observation of a foreign civilization: the narrator is in the posi-
tion of a naive observer who marvels at the customs and practices of an 
exotic nation (see Braga 2010, 107).

In other words: the Utopian narration orchestrates a first encounter—
and mocks it at the same time. This mockery is spelled out by the protag-
onist’s guide, who, observing the Frenchman’s astonishment in the passage 
cited above, laughs at him: “but my guide started laughing, and said that 
it took little to astound me” (“mais mon guide s’en print à rire, et me dict 
que je m’estonnois de peu de chose” [L’Isle 1996, 140]). Just as the central 
Utopian mode of description is brought to the verge of absurdity by a sort of 
descriptive excess, the use of the word curieux equally draws an exaggerated 
picture of the narrator’s exploration of the island. The two procedures are in 
fact linked: the attention brought to every minute detail goes hand in hand, 
as in the example cited above, with the protagonist’s astonishment.

The effect of this narrative procedure unfolds particularly in those 
instances when the traveler-narrator is astounded by what is most trivial 
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and mundane. This is, as one might argue, because in the world of the Her-
maphrodites, the most mundane and trivial objects are subject to the most 
refined and elaborated procedures. The following scene, in which he wit-
nesses one of the Hermaphrodites putting on a shoe, is a telling example:

I thought that I had seen at the first glance everything that was rare 
in this place; but then I saw that one of his fellow Hermaphrodites 
brought him bandaged and expanded shoes upon which a silk stock-
ing hung. … I laughed quietly to myself upon seeing such a small shoe 
and I could not understand … how such a big foot could fit into such a 
small shoe. … It reminded me of people who want to stage something 
in a comedy. For I saw one man with one knee bent and the other in 
the air, pushing in turn the tip of his foot and the heel with his hand, 
and finally adjusting the shoe to where it was supposed to go with a 
sort of skin. Some long ribbons were then used to make it hold tight, 
which where tied in the shape of a rose or another flower. What a 
curious thing this foot was, which had seemed so big to me before and 
which afterward seemed so small that I could hardly recognized it, and 
that now seemed almost like a griffin’s claw.

(Je … pensois avoir veu tout du premier coup tout ce qui estoit de 
plus rare en ce lieu ; mais je vy aussi tost un des siens qui luy aportoit 
des chausses bandées et boursouflées ausquelles tenoit un long bas de 
soye. … [J]e me mocquois en moy mesme de voir si petite chausseure 
et ne pouvais comprende … comme un si grand et gros pied pouvoit 
entrer dans un si petit soullier. … Cela me faisoit ressouvenir de ceux 
qui veulent representer quelqeu chose en une comedie. Car je voyois un 
homme le genouil en terre et l’autre en l’air … frapper de la main, tan-
tost le bout du pied, tantost le talon, puis avec une certaine peau faire 
entrer justement la chaussure, jusques au lieu où elle devoit aller. De 
certains grans liens servoient apres à la faire tenir plus ferme, lesquelz 
on façonnoit en sorte qu’ils sembloient une rose ou quelque autre fleur 
semblable. Chose merveilleuse que ce pied, qui m’avoit semblé si grand 
devant que d’estre chaussé ; je le trouvay apres si petit qu’à peine le 
pouvois-je recongnoistre, et l’eussiez quasi pris pour le pied de quelque 
griffon. [L’Isle 1996, 63–64])

I have chosen a rather long portion in order to give an impression of the 
excess of description that is symptomatic for L’Isle. At the end of the elabo-
rated procedure, a perfectly banal and otherwise hardly noteworthy object, 
a human foot, has become a highly curious object, a “[c]hose merveille-
use”—and by procedure I mean both the “actual” process of putting on the 
shoe and the protagonist’s description thereof. The hermaphroditic excess of 
turning practices of daily life into elaborate rituals is mirrored by the pro-
tagonist’s excessive description, and the narration thereby transforms into 
the already mentioned mannerist mise en abyme.
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The passage is also an example of what I call the “Art of Deception.” 
For one can observe not only the descriptive mannerist excess at work in 
the novel, which is closely linked with curiosity (both of the object and the 
protagonist), but also its simultaneous dismantling. The narrator’s reference 
to the stage is obviously of significance here, for it turns the scene he is 
about to describe into a sort of harlequinade (or slapstick, as we might say 
in modern terms). Hence, the protagonist’s awe before the Hermaphrodite’s 
transformed foot at the end of the passage cannot be taken quite seriously. 
What is thus finally mocked is the protagonist’s attitude itself, the attitude of 
the curieux, and hence, by extension, the attitude of the reader. In this way, 
a latent negative connotation of curiosity pervades the novel: it is present 
from the beginning of the novel through curiosity’s evocation in Christian 
terms and subtly ironized throughout the narration of the protagonist in the 
depiction of his exploration of the island.

In doing so, L’Isle mimics and mocks the genres of travel literature and 
the Utopian novel, and thus the discourse on the New World in general. The 
“careful and detailed elaboration of various aspects of the practices, behav-
iors, idiosyncrasies, and values, in short, the culture” of a people (Wegner 
2002, 53), which constitute a central characteristic of both genres, are driven 
to the verge of absurdity.

However, it is also important to note a decisive difference between travel 
literature and Utopia, which has to do with the topical allusions at work 
in the latter. If, as Greenblatt would have it, wonder functions as a central 
category to apprehend “the unfamiliar” in travel literature, thereby negotiat-
ing the relation between self and other (Greenblatt 1991, 23), then it seems 
that, because of the play of topical inversions, wonder in Utopian novels—or 
curiosity in the particular case of L’Isle des Hermaphrodites—functions as a 
means to de-familiarize the familiar, that is, the Old World, more precisely, late 
sixteenth-century France. As Darko Suvin has pointed out, “utopia is a formal 
inversion of significant and salient aspects of the author’s world,” the purpose 
of which is “the recognition that the author (and reader) truly live in an axi-
ologically inverted world” (Suvin 1979, 54). Ultimately, it is this process, the 
momentarily de-familiarizing look upon the “own” and the present arrange-
ment of society, that opens up the possibility for a (future) “somewhere.”

Notes

 1. It is symptomatic of genre theory that one could also make the exact opposite 
claim. Marina Leslie, for example, argues that “the most reliable feature” of 
Utopian texts “is an explicit or implicit rejection of the model offered by every 
other utopia. Each utopian fiction enacts a deliberate revision and reworking of 
its predecessors” (Leslie 1998, 3). And even Dubois immediately concedes that 
Utopia is hard to define since the Utopian esprit manifests itself in very different 
forms (see Trousson 1998, 16).

 2. Later on in his study, Wegner identifies “the careful and detailed elaboration of 
various aspects of the practices, behaviors, idiosyncrasies, and values” of the 
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Utopian world—in other words: the description—as that dimension of the genre 
that “makes the reading so tedious for a later public of what were in fact electri-
fying narratives for their contemporary audiences” (Wegner 2002, 53).

 3. The assumption of a fervent readership of Utopian novels, widespread as it is 
in Utopian studies, is of course difficult to prove. One indicator is the book 
market, although the further one ventures into the past, the less reliable the fig-
ures become. In the context of early modern France, Alice Stroup has observed 
“several similarities between utopian writing and Parisian publishing and read-
ing trends.” It seems that “utopian works anticipated or mirrored larger trends 
in the book trade” and “capitalized on prevailing tastes to ensure demand.” 
Although no statistical comparison exists between Utopian novels and such 
“well-liked genres as travel or devotional literature … publishers clearly found 
them profitable and made them accessible to a wide audience by issuing new 
editions and translations” (Stroup 1988, 8).

 4. With the Peace Treaty of 1598, Henri IV of France and Philipp II of Spain ended 
a war that had been begun in 1590 and was caused by Philipp II’s claim of the 
French crown after the death of Henri III in 1589.

 5. I here object to Dubois’ suggestion that the library in which the narrator sees the 
constitutional texts is the heart of the description and of the palace (see Dubois 
1996, 26).
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3 Uncles and Nephews
Menippean Satire in the Capital of 
Modernity

Jernej Habjan

One of the commonplaces of contemporary literary scholarship can argu-
ably be articulated as “literature as not only a product but also a producer 
of X,” where X depends on the field’s turn: affects in the so-called affective 
turn in literary studies, ethics in the ethical turn, or, say, space in the spatial 
turn. “Literature as both object and subject,” then; “not only object, but also 
subject,” “subject as well as object.” The problems of this form are perhaps 
most evident in the case of “literature as not only a product but also a pro-
ducer of space,” not simply because its second half, “literature as a producer 
of space,” invites vulgar idealism, but also because this half retroactively 
reifies the first half, “literature as a product of space,” which in turn resem-
bles vulgar materialism. The conjunction of these two kinds of reductionism 
is then an abstraction, a dead end—out of which there are, however, two 
ways: dialectical idealism as well as dialectical materialism. Both Kantian 
and Marxian dialectics can offer a parallax view, to use a concept through 
which Kojin Karatani thinks Kant and Marx (see Karatani 2003), on “lit-
erature as a product and a producer of space”; they can posit that which is 
disavowed by both halves of the formulation: the third element, the social 
mediation of both space and literature.

The spatial turn is in this respect an implicit social turn, the turn to institu-
tions, which are, in Althusserian parlance, the material existence of ideology, 
that is, in spatial terms, the spatialization of the social bond. It is through 
institutions such as church and school, Althusser’s dominant pre-modern 
and modern institutions respectively, that space produces literature, while 
being in turn produced through institutions such as the literary canon and 
the national language. For instance, what the so-called Petersburg texts, 
from Puskhin and Gogol through Dostoevsky and Bely to Nabokov and 
Bitov, find uncanny about Petersburg is not its boggy climate, but the fact 
that Peter the Great built it in a moor. Hence, the object of the spatial turn 
should not be some natural space, but social phenomena, which means that 
it should be a turn not just to the social, but also to social studies such as 
human geography, just as the linguistic turn was a turn to both language 
and linguistics. Moreover, just as this linguistics was a specific, structural lin-
guistics, which Saussure saw as part of social studies, the turn to the social 
space, too, should turn to structural approaches such as those developed by, 
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say, Henri Lefebvre or, replying to Lefebvre, David Harvey. These seem some 
of the steps that might keep this turn to the institution from turning into a 
mere further turn of the institution of academia.

In this way we can grasp spatial distances as social contradictions, and, 
moreover, individual points in space as condensations of such contradic-
tions. One case of such condensations are what Étienne Balibar (2004, 111) 
calls “divided cities”: Jerusalem, Hong Kong, Berlin, Frankfurt, Paris … I 
will use Paris—Walter Benjamin’s (1999, 10, 22–23, 26) and David Harvey’s 
(2003) capital of modernity, and Pascale Casanova’s (2008) and Franco 
Moretti’s (1998, 184) center of world literature—as a viewpoint from which 
a body of texts can be not only analyzed, but recognized as a body of texts 
in the first place. I will delineate a body of texts on the theme of uncles and 
nephews, and demonstrate some of the ways this corpus is involved in the 
cultural, political, and economic history of modernity.

Uncles-and-Nephews as a Literary Topos

The texts that will interest me here are Denis Diderot’s Le Neveu de 
Rameau (ca. 1761–1774), Karl Marx’s Der achtzehnte Brumaire des Louis 
Bonaparte (1851–1852), Louis Althusser’s L’avenir dure longtemps (1985), 
and Jacques-Alain Miller’s Le Neveu de Lacan (2003). And their historical 
contexts are the Enlightenment of pre-revolutionary France, the 1848–1851 
phase of the bourgeois revolution in France, and the structuralist movement 
in post-May ’68 France. A set of texts on Jean-François Rameau, Louis Bona-
parte, Louis Althusser, and Jacques-Alain Miller as nephews of Jean-Philippe 
Rameau, Napoleon Bonaparte, an elder Louis Althusser, and Jacques Lacan 
is thus read from the standpoint of some of the most world-historic moments 
of the center of world literature, or, the capital of modernity.

A set of texts that seem to share but a common theme can therefore be 
placed at the very center of literature in its global dimension. To this end, 
far from simply proceeding from one nephew text to the next, we must rec-
ognize a general framework such as post-Enlightenment Paris if the nephew 
topos is to emerge at all. Far from simply moving from a micro-perspective 
to a macro-perspective, we must assume the macro-viewpoint for the 
micro-element, the common theme, to become visible in the first place. Oth-
erwise, an expert might proceed from Diderot’s signifiers “satire” and “le 
neveu” directly to Miller’s, but would hardly go through Marx’s interven-
tion in the French satires on Napoleon’s nephew or through the nephew text 
by the leading structuralist Marxian.

In Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau (Rameau’s Nephew) two kinds of 
focus on contemporaneity intersect: the Enlightenment one, which Michel 
Foucault spells out following Kant, and the novelistic one, which Mikhail 
Bakhtin describes by referring to another German commentator on the 
Enlightenment, namely Goethe. For Foucault (1984, 37–39), the Enlight-
enment introduces reflection on the present as the present of this reflection, 



Uncles and Nephews 61

a reflection that, moreover, explicitly perceives itself as Enlightenment 
reflection. And for Bakhtin (1981, 13–38), the modern novel returns to the 
dethroning genres of Menippean satire and the Socratic dialogue to chal-
lenge the epic’s enthronement of what Bakhtin calls, following Goethe, the 
“absolute past.”

In Bakhtin’s reading (1984, 143), Rameau’s Nephew is “in essence a 
menippea, but without the fantastic element,” an idea Stephen Werner 
(1987, 69) developed into a book-length discussion of Rameau’s Nephew 
as a Menippean satire: “As revised by Diderot’s second version of the form, 
satire maps out interests of an aesthetic as well as philosophical kind. The 
affinities the form displays are with the novel rather than Horatian satire. … 
Indeed, with Le Neveu de Rameau, satire falls away from its position as 
a mere genre. … Satire is now an independent Socratic mode.” It is due to 
its Menippean anti-individualistic, political novelization of (auto)biography 
that Rameau’s Nephew can arguably be read as a paradigm for the actualiza-
tions of the nephew theme in Marx, Althusser, and Miller. For the same fea-
tures of Menippean satire can be found in Marx’s materialist carnivalization 
of such merely Horatian, monologic satires on Napoleon’s nephew as Victor 
Hugo’s Napoléon le Petit; in Althusser’s shocking honesty, which reverses the 
confessions genre and reminds one of the “extremely frank confessions” that 
Bakhtin underscores in Diderot’s Mennipean satire; or in Miller’s ambivalent 
positioning between Diderot’s Moi and Lui, the philosophe and Rameau.

Moreover, Rameau’s Nephew can serve as a paradigmatic reference for 
projects as incommensurable as Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1977,  
§§ 489, 522, 545) and Foucault’s History of Madness (2006, 344–50). Both 
the dialectical epistemology of spirit and the anti-dialectical epistemology of 
non-spirit emphasize the subversive potential of Rameau’s eccentric mono-
logue. Subversion is what the Hegelian “disintegrated consciousness” of Lui 
does to the early bourgeois “honest soul” of Moi; it is what the Foucauldian 
“madness” of Rameau does to the “reason” of the philosophe. However, as 
shown by Miran Božovič (2014) and also by one of Miller’s theoretical inter-
ventions published in the same year as his Le Neveu de Lacan (see Miller 
2003b), a further Hegelian turn can reveal the “disintegrated consciousness” 
of Lui to be a mere transgression, reproduction, of the early bourgeois “hon-
est soul” of Moi. One can then reserve proper subversion for the narrator 
who has the last laugh by distancing himself from Rameau and making him 
end his endless extravagances with a most common proverb, “He laughs 
best who laughs last.” (Diderot 1964, 87) This break with Rameau’s Hege-
lian “zerrissenes Bewußtsein,” with his Foucauldian “folie,” both ends Did-
erot’s nephew text and makes way for those by Marx, Althusser, or Miller.

According to Harvey (2003, 234),

[t]he social space of Paris had always been segregated. The glitter and 
affluence of the center had long contrasted with the dreary impover-
ishment of the suburb; the predominantly bourgeois west, with the 
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working-class east; the progressive Right Bank, with the traditionalist 
though student-ridden Left Bank. …

While it would be untrue to say that Haussmann created spatial 
segregation in the city, his works … produced a greater degree of spa-
tial segregation, much of it based on class distinctions. Slum removal 
and building speculation consolidated bourgeois quarters to the west, 
while the separate system of land development on the northern and 
eastern peripheries produced tracts of low-income housing unrelieved 
by any intermingling with the upper classes.

And for Moretti, the European nineteenth-century novel maps the city as 
divided in half between the ruling and the lower classes—until Balzac and 
Dickens introduce the third, mediatory sphere, which becomes the true pro-
tagonist. This sphere can be embodied in a character, the market, culture, or, 
as in the case of Comédie humaine, Paris itself, argues Moretti (1998, 95, 
108, 109):

[A]t the beginning, Balzac’s young men are all in a handful of streets 
around the Sorbonne. But they quickly realize that their objects of 
desire—in Balzac’s world, a very simple notion: women, and money—
are all elsewhere: in the Faubourg Saint-Germain and Saint-Honoré, in 
the Chaussée d’Antin, in the demi-monde of the Boulevards. Far away. 
It’s the basic matrix of Balzac’s narrative: two poles, and a current that 
discharges itself—parvenir!—from one to the other. …

A plurality of agents. Better: three agents. This is the Open Sesame 
of Balzac’s narrative: a deep structure which is just as clearly delimited 
as the binary one—but different. Triangular. The field of the hero, of 
the antagonist, and then a third narrative pole. …

Compromise, this is the key. The Third enters these novels as the 
force of social mediation; and then—decisive passage—mediation 
itself becomes the true protagonist of the Comédie Humaine.

It is interesting to read the beginning of Rameau’s Nephew in this light: 
the philosophe meditates on the pleasures of the promenade, the allées, 
and the cafés of Palais-Royal—which, as Sébastien Mercier reports, “is 
called the capital of Paris” (quoted in Hazan 2010, 21)—before introduc-
ing Rameau, “a compound of elevation and abjectness,” who spends his 
nights in garrets, suburban taverns, and stables. In the century in which 
Iberian trade in South American metallics was eclipsed by North Atlantic 
trade in Caribbean sugar, alcohols, and caffeine, coffee-houses “acted as 
a zone where bourgeois men remodeled courtier refinement by learning 
to remain in public spaces for long periods of time without fighting and 
to mark time according to the new rationalized time of stock market and 
newspaper reports”; to delineate that zone, “the period created its own 
taxonomy of deviants, misfits whose vice was to be either too unresponsive 
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(un-sentimental, un-sociable) or too excessive in ways that deadened the 
body’s ‘natural’ reactions” (Shapiro 2003, 243, 246). As if to comment on 
this world-systems take on the geoculture of the century as sketched by 
Stephen Shapiro, Rameau’s Nephew opens by letting into the celebrated 
Café de la Régence someone who is neither too unresponsive nor too exces-
sive, but both at the same time:

The fellow is a compound of elevation and abjectness, of good sense 
and lunacy. The ideas of decency and depravity must be strangely 
scrambled in his head, for he shows without ostentation the good 
qualities that nature has bestowed upon him, just as he does the bad 
ones without shame. …

He has no greater opposite than himself.
(Diderot 1964, 8–9)

This holy fool in the guise of the notorious nephew of the composer Rameau 
will go on to transgress, in the course of the dialogue, every ideological 
barrier by trying to transgress the barrier dividing Paris in half, ending the 
dialogue abruptly on the “bell” not of the church that anyone can enter but 
of the elitist Opéra (Diderot 1964, 87).

Marx’s Der achtzehnte Brumaire des Louis Bonaparte (The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte), too, introduces a nephew in order to depict 
the mediation, compromise, between the halves of Paris. During the rev-
olution of 1848–1851, Louis Bonaparte raised the specter of his uncle, 
Napoleon, so as to represent in the capital city the peasants of the provinces, 
“the most numerous class of the French,” which “do[es] not form a class.”

In so far as millions of families get a living under economic conditions 
of existence that divide their mode of life, their interests and their 
culture from those of other classes and counterpose them as enemies, 
they form a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection 
amongst peasant proprietors, the similarity of their interests produces 
no community, no national linkage and no political organisation, they 
do not form a class. They are therefore incapable of asserting their 
class interests in their own name, whether through a parliament or 
constitutional convention. They cannot represent themselves, they 
must be represented. …

Through historical tradition it has come to pass that the French 
peasantry believed in a miracle, that a man of the name of Napoleon 
would bring them back their former glory. And there came an individ-
ual who presented himself as such a man because he bore the name 
Napoleon, in accordance with the Napoleonic Code which stipulates: 
‘All inquiry into paternity is forbidden.’ After twenty years of bum-
ming around and a string of grotesque adventures, the prophecy was 
fulfilled and the man became emperor of the French. The idée fixe of 
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the nephew was realised because it coincided with the idée fixe of the 
most numerous class of the French.

(Marx 2002, 100–101)

Louis Bonaparte mediated between the socialist prologue from February to 
June 1848 and its betrayal during a year-long rise and fall of the republican 
bourgeoisie by becoming the President—only to mediate, in the second step, 
between the parliamentary bourgeoisie and his own presidency by orches-
trating the coup d’état of 2 December 1851. He was able to do this precisely 
because he “appeared to be a compromise whom each faction thought could 
be controlled.” (Harvey 2003, 94) “In the course of the half-century between 
the anonymous nighttime barricades of November 1827 and the seventy 
sunny days of the Commune, the list of demonstrations, riots, coups, upris-
ings and insurrections is so long that no other capital can claim anything 
similar,” writes Eric Hazan (2010, 244). Tying all this to Napoleon and the 
French revolution, an entire century of class struggles in Paris, France, even 
Europe is condensed in the Brumaire’s final image of the statue of Napoleon 
the soldier, which will be first travestied as Napoleon the emperor and then 
demolished:

[Louis Bonaparte] replicates the cult of the holy tunic of Trier in Paris 
as the cult of the imperial mantle of Napoleon. But when this imperial 
mantle falls at last onto the shoulders of Louis Bonaparte, the bronze 
of Napoleon, high on the column in the Place Vendôme, will plunge 
to the ground.

(Marx 2002, 109)

The first part of this prediction came true in 1863, when the nephew- 
emperor made his uncle change from the military uniform into the imperial 
one. The rest came true in 1871, when the statue was demolished by the 
Communards.

Althusser and Miller, on the other hand, use the figure of the nephew 
in order to embody not social and historical mediation, but merely their 
own unmediated individualities, the difference between themselves and their 
media reception, as if the falsity of the latter were not dialectically linked 
to the truth of the former. Both their texts are highly testimonial, if not 
testamentary. Althusser wrote L’avenir dure longtemps (The Future Lasts 
Forever) in 1985, five years after killing his wife in a state of mental illness 
from which he had suffered most of his life. The text was meant to intervene 
in the private and media reports, insinuations, and ignorance regarding the 
killing. To this end, the text refers to the facts of the author’s life, starting 
paradigmatically with his fixed idea that his mother lived through him her 
love for his father’s dead brother after whom he was named; the son’s fixed 
idea is that his mother no longer respects levirate marriage, the institution 
of marrying the dead husband’s brother.



Uncles and Nephews 65

When I was born, I was christened Louis. I know it only too well. For 
a long time, Louis was a name I literally detested. It was too short, had 
only one vowel and ended in the sharp “ee” sound which offended 
me. … Doubtless it also said yes a little too readily on my behalf, and 
I rebelled against this “yes” [oui], which corresponded to my mother’s 
desire rather than to mine. Above all, it contained the sound of the 
third person pronoun (“lui”), which deprived me of any personality of 
my own, summoning as it did an anonymous other. It referred to my 
uncle, the man who stood behind me: “Lui” was Louis. It was him my 
mother loved, not me.

(Althusser, 1993, 39)

By choosing the perspective of the nephew, Althusser, in his memoir, blinds 
himself to the third, mediatory sphere, which he had been conceptualizing 
in all his previous theory.1 This is why the memoir cannot realize its inter-
nationalist or, say, postcolonial potential, even though its author was born 
into a petit-bourgeois family from Algiers and went on to teach (and live) in 
the ENS for thirty years, making “the name of the ‘rue d’Ulm’ echo as far as 
the poblaciones of Chile and the campuses of Japan and Australia” (Balibar 
2009, 107). It took his student and comrade, Étienne Balibar, to outline a 
proper Althusserian analysis of Althusser’s legacy by focusing particularly 
on his attachment to the mediatory sphere, the Parisian intellectual life of 
the sixties and seventies.

As for Miller, he completes our body of texts by assuming both perspec-
tives of Diderot’s satire, the philosophe’s and Rameau’s, and subsuming 
them under the title “Lacan’s Nephew.” But his 2003 “satire,” Le Neveu de 
Lacan, falls short not only of Le Neveu de Rameau, but even of Althusser’s 
autobiography. Like Althusser, Miller broke a long silence. Yet in his case, 
the silence was caused not by a personal tragedy, but by editorial work 
on the seminars of his teacher and father-in-law, Jacques Lacan; and the 
break was caused not by public and private ostracism, but by a marginal 
pamphlet of one Daniel Lindenberg. This pamphlet accused everyone who 
was anyone on the French, more precisely, Parisian, intellectual scene, from 
Alain Finkielkraut to Alain Badiou, of belonging to “the new reactionar-
ies.” And like Althusser, Miller resorted to his deceased uncle, yet in his 
case, a fictitious one sufficed. Even Miller’s fantasies lag behind Althusser’s: 
for instance, the image of a fictitious “Académie des sciences immorales et 
politiques” run by the actual Jesuits (Miller 2003a, 80–101) is a far cry 
from Althusser’s illness as well as from his attempts to analyze it. If the 
true benefit of the Lindenberg affair is precisely Miller’s riposte, as Aude 
Lancelin suggests in her review (see Lancelin), it can only be so because of 
Miller’s previous work, which might be resumed now that the silence has 
been broken. Diderot’s response to Charles Palissot’s comedy Les Philos-
ophes, whose prime target was none other than Diderot, was silence due 
to his increased editorial work on the Encyclopédie, with his nephew text 
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being utterly irreducible to a reply to Palissot; on the other hand, Miller’s 
retort to Lindenberg’s equally anti-intellectual attack was exactly his weak 
return to Diderot’s nephew text, and that despite—or perhaps due to—the 
fact that he was not Lindenberg’s main target at all, and that there is still 
quite some editorial work on Lacan’s seminars ahead of him. So, instead of 
these unpublished seminars, something many of us are eagerly awaiting, we 
were given Le Neveu de Lacan, which no one was looking forward to.

A marked difference between Diderot’s and Marx’s nephews, on the one 
hand, and Althusser’s and Miller’s, on the other, is felt even if we consider the 
reception of these texts. For insofar as any reading, or misreading, of a text 
contributes to the totality, the truth, of the text, it is telling that the recep-
tion of Diderot’s and Marx’s nephews is incomparably richer than that of 
Althusser’s and Miller’s. Rameau’s Nephew inspired not only a range of phil-
osophical readings as wide as the rift between Hegel’s and Foucault’s proce-
dures, but also interpretations by key literary scholars such as Hans Robert 
Jauss, Leo Spitzer, Ernst Robert Curtius, Lionel Trilling, Julia Kristeva, and 
Jean Starobinski. And the Brumaire was a major source for thinkers of 
political philosophy as influential as Jacques Rancière, Jacques Derrida, 
Gilles Deleuze, and Bob Jessop, and lately even for the proponents of Judith 
 Butler’s performativity. On the other hand, it is much easier to hear a passing 
criticism of Althusser’s or Miller’s autobiography in a private conversation 
with a structuralist Marxist or a Lacanian than to find a published review.

In these two cases, a dialectical reading should probably also add Althuss-
er’s and Miller’s previous, theoretical writings to the totality, since their 
autobiographies fail to reach the level of the authors’ theories. This would be 
another way of measuring the abstract nature of the two  autobiographies—
this time in relation not to Diderot and Marx, but to the œuvres of Althusser 
and Miller themselves. Althusser recognizes himself in the image of his uncle 
as it is supposedly perceived by his mother; that is, he identifies with his 
uncle at the level of the Lacanian Imaginary, and with his mother at the 
overdetermining level of the Symbolic; he struggles with an ideal ego, the 
image of his uncle, because he still struggles with an ego-ideal, the gaze of 
his mother. Which is precisely the kind of ideological identification Althusser 
conceptualizes, and hence breaks with, in his previous theory. Therefore, he 
fails to produce in his autobiography what he grasps in his theory as an 
epistemological break with ideological identification. Likewise, Miller can-
not suspend the Rameau-like acting out for the gaze of the big Other, the 
Symbolic—the Parisian intellectuals who received far worse criticism from 
Lindenberg than himself but did not get interpellated by it, did not react to 
it. Miller cannot produce what in his formalization of Lacan is called pas-
sage à l’acte, a passage to an ethical act beyond the desire of the Other. Put 
from the opposite perspective, Miller’s theoretical work helps us, as we have 
seen, locate Diderot’s theoretical potential; and Althusser’s theoretical work, 
as we will shortly see, allows us to grasp Marx’s theoretical concretization 
of Diderot. And taken together, these two bodies of theory even compel 
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us to place the autobiographies of their producers in the pre-theoretical, 
ideological sphere marked by what Aijaz Ahmad (1992, 58–60) sees as the 
regression of Parisian cultural production between the progressive artistic 
and theoretical modernism and the conservative postmodernism. Hence, the 
fact that Althusser’s and Miller’s theoretical tools can be used to scrutinize 
their own nephew texts is in itself a measure of the regression of these two 
texts in relation to their authors’ earlier theoretical work.

A Literary Topos as a History of Modernity

Moretti’s third, mediatory sphere in a contradiction between two tendencies—
halves of Paris, in our case—is in effect what Rastko Močnik (2002, 114n59, 
115n66, 113n55) conceptualizes by referring precisely to the institutional-
ization of the uncle/nephew relation: the so-called joking relationships. In 
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown’s classical interpretation, joking relationships solve 
the problem of unavoidable encounters of two mutually exclusive relation-
ships. In a kinship system that institutionalizes conjunction within kinship 
groups as well as disjunction between them, the incest taboo demands from 
individuals the forming of an affinity across disjunctive kinship groups, thus 
introducing conjunction among these individuals and, by extension, among 
the two groups themselves. This conjunction on top of disjunction is hence 
an unavoidable institutional contradiction resulting from the normal func-
tioning of the system. The solution, however, is simply more of the same, a 
supplementary, totalizing institutionalization of compromise. The demand 
of both conjunction and disjunction is satisfied by a compromise between 
conjunction and disjunction—joking, between uncles and uterine nephews 
(or avoidance, between mothers-in-law and sons-in-law).

This supplementary institutional resolution of inherent institutional con-
tradictions that Radcliffe-Brown discovered in status societies Močnik finds 
in individualist societies as well. In modernity, the increasing contradiction 
between the individualizing effects and the socializing demands of the bour-
geois society is alleviated by the institution of the nation with its monarchist 
pre-history and identitary aftermath. The nation resolves the contradic-
tions arising between now legally free individuals by providing a sphere 
of mutual translatability of their positions—primarily the national culture, 
including Moretti’s Balzac and Dickens with their mediation between the 
city’s rich and poor. “The national zero-institution,” writes Močnik (1999, 
127), “functions as a formal matrix within which any notional scheme can 
be effectuated. One of its ‘realizations’ can thus be the ‘national language’: 
it functions as the formal matrix of mutual translatability of all actual or 
possible notional schemes.” The nation thus achieves what the early mod-
ern state relegated to the monarchic authority, and what the postmodern 
identity community is trying to accomplish with its struggle for recogni-
tion by transnational institutions. Universalizing the pre-modern mediatory 
sphere of joking relationships, the nation relegates its demand of mediation 
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to language as such, the Other that was embodied in the monarch in early 
modern societies and which is being sought in the UN, NATO, or even the 
US by contemporary identity communities.

Here is the transition from the pre-modern to the national supplemen-
tary, zero-institution:

(1) While the “standard” non-individualist zero-institution divides a 
society from within, the individualist kind unifies the social field and 
defines its outer border. While the standard zero-institution divides a 
society into exclusive divisions, the individualist zero-institution total-
izes a society into an inclusive whole.

(2) While the standard zero-institution defines itself in relation to 
other institutions of the same society, the individualist zero-institution 
defines itself in relation to the same institution of other societies.

(Močnik 1999, 126)

And here is the relation between the nation’s pre-history and aftermath, that 
is, between monarchic authority and identity community:

[I]n classical situations the individual was faced with an impossible 
dilemma which, retroactively, generated her or him as a subject; now, 
the existence of the subject is nothing but this oscillation between two 
impossibilities. At the dawn of modernity, Corneille’s Chimène was 
torn between genealogical loyalty and the loyalty to her emerging 
bourgeois Ego: an impossible dilemma which could only be resolved 
by having recourse to the alibi of the monarchic authority. But if 
Chimène needed complex ideological backgrounds to construe cette 
généreuse alternative with which she addressed the king, nothing so 
redundant is needed any more: the “ideological background” is now 
the alternative itself. We have finally reached the founding moment of 
the social contract where the effect precedes the cause.

(Močnik 2008, 189)

In this respect, our uncles-and-nephews series traces the transformations of a 
supplementary institution of pre-modern status societies in the enlightened, 
modern world. All four texts recognize the anachronism of this supplement: 
Rameau no longer has the birthright to his uncle’s musical legacy; Louis 
Bonaparte can only fake Napoleon’s authority; Althusser can no longer rely 
on his mother’s adherence to her levirate marriage; and Miller cannot even 
identify with Lacan’s nephew and choose between Lui and Moi. However, 
the chronotopes of Rameau’s “disintegrated consciousness” and of the last 
monarch and first president of France are allegorical of the totalizing institu-
tion of their time: the absolute monarchy in its enlightened and even revolu-
tionary, world-historic transition into a modern nation. On the other hand, 
Althusser’s and Miller’s nephews are, in their identitary struggle for media 
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recognition, mere instances, rather than reflexive allegories, of the contem-
porary global process of replacing the national mode of social totalization 
with the identitary one. Which is why, ultimately, one of the spontaneous 
aspects of this process is Miller’s own intellectual chronotope as it stretches 
from French Maoism of the 1960s, through the defense of both the Mao-
ist Badiou and the nouveau philosophe Finkielkraut against Lindenberg, to 
today’s collaboration with the nouveaux philosophes. The misfit Rameau 
and the president Louis Bonaparte are a negative and a positive sign of the 
end of monarchic rule: the former speaks of the crumbling feudalism, the 
latter speaks of the rising nationalism. On the other hand, Althusser’s and 
Miller’s structuralist work around ’68 and their late autobiographies are a 
negative and a positive sign of the end of national hegemony: the structural-
ist work speaks of the crumbling nationalism, the autobiographies speak of 
the rising identity politics. Diderot and Marx speak of a progressive institu-
tion, the nation, and reflexively; Althusser and Miller speak of a regressive 
institution, the identity community, and unwittingly.

But there is also a difference between the first two texts. Diderot’s Enlight-
enment materialism merely demasks self-contained positions as idealist illu-
sions, abruptly suspending Rameau’s monologue, and, as we will see shortly, 
refusing Rameau-like “mean, petty gestures” on behalf of “great crimes.” 
Marx’s historical materialism shows, however, the necessity of such illu-
sions for the reproduction of existing social relations, in our case the neces-
sity of Louis Bonaparte’s masquerade for preventing a social revolution. In 
Marx’s own words (1976, 494n4) using, in Capital, Volume I, his classical 
formulation from the “Introduction” to the Grundrisse for a critique of the 
Enlightenment kind of materialism: “It is, in reality, much easier to discover 
by analysis the earthly kernel of the misty creations of religion than to do 
the opposite, i.e., to develop from the actual, given relations of life the forms 
in which these have been apotheosized. The latter method is the only mate-
rialist, and therefore the only scientific one.”

In the words of Althusser’s early structuralism (1990, 29–30), “in its 
social function science cannot replace ideology, contrary to what the philos-
ophes of the Enlightenment believed, seeing only illusion (or error) in ide-
ology without seeing its allusion to the real, without seeing in it the social 
function of the initially disconcerting—but essential—couple: illusion and 
allusion, recognition and misrecognition.” This is the Marxian epistemo-
logical break with ideology as elaborated, in his structuralist return to 
Marx, by Althusser. Yet Althusser’s subsequent uncle-and-nephew text is a 
far cry even from the Enlightenment with which Marx breaks. For Miran 
Božovič shows us that Althusser killed his loving wife because he wanted 
to kill himself, driven as he was by the idea that he only exists as a percep-
tion of others—his autobiography, we might add, indeed revolves around 
his mother perceiving him as “Lui,” and is itself a plea for media recog-
nition. This idea, Božovič goes on (2010, 162–65), is merely the obverse 
of metaphysical egoism, the philosophical school mercilessly rejected first 
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by Diderot’s Promenade du sceptique and later also by the Encyclopédie 
(and indirectly even by Diderot’s portrayal of Rameau). Althusser’s auto-
biography is indeed anachronous in relation to the epistemological break 
achieved by Diderot’s Enlightenment. And as we have seen, Miller’s return 
to Diderot’s nephew text can even be read as a regression in relation to 
Althusser’s.

A History of Modernity as a Critique of Ideology

If we introduce two oppositions established as part of the same Enlight-
enment process as the nephew commonplace, namely fiction/faction and 
theory/ideology, we can organize these four texts into a Greimasian semi-
otic square. In its integral form (see Greimas 1987, 48–62), the square is 
designed to formalize the deep structure of any semiotic system (S) by pre-
senting it as a complex term composed of two terms (s1 + s2) each of which 
is the mere contrary of the other and the proper contradictory of one of two 
additional terms (~s1 + ~s2) that comprise a neutral term (~S) that is itself 
the contradictory of S while each of its terms (~s1 and ~s2) either implies or 
is implied by one of the terms comprising S, the one that is not its contradic-
tory (s2 and s1 respectively).

Let us take our oppositions of fiction vs. faction (and not vs. some truth 
beyond these two genres) and theory vs. ideology (and not vs. practice as 
something beyond these two kinds of practice). As John Bender has shown 
(2012, 38–40, 46–48, 53–56), the French Enlightenment juxtaposes fiction 
and science while, first and foremost, uniting them in their reliance on verisi-
militude as a tool in their common critique of both empiricist and scholastic 
aversions to scientific hypotheses and novelistic fiction. Needless to say, this 
conjuncture, in which fiction and theory are mere contraries, their real con-
tradictions being empiricist faction and scholastic ideology, does not develop 
fully until post-Enlightenment developments represented in our case by his-
torical materialism and structuralism; for instance, Catherine Gallagher 
(2006, 344) has noted a considerately uneven development of the French 
Enlightenment novel in relation to the more advanced British one in ques-
tions of fiction and knowledge. In this regard, Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew, 
as theory in fiction (s2 + s1), is but the Enlightenment materialist critique 
of illusions. It is only Marx’s theorization of the reproductive materiality 
of illusions that achieves, as theory of faction (s2 + ~s1), an epistemological 
break by which even Althusser’s and Miller’s actualizations of the uncle/
nephew commonplace can be measured critically, namely as ideological fac-
tion (~s2 + ~s1) and fiction (~s2 + s1) respectively. In terms of the square, Did-
erot’s critique of fictions in the name of theory is refined by Marx’s theory 
of ideology as that fiction which retroactively produces faction; by Althusser 
and Miller, Diderot’s critique of fictions is, however, betrayed by flights from 
theory to facts and fiction respectively. Diderot achieves a transition from 
fictitious obscurantism to theoretically grounded Enlightenment, which 
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Marx then reflexively develops into a theory of obscurantism, rendering 
theory a mere contrary, rather than the enlightened contradictory, of fiction 
as well as the proper contradictory of ideology. Althusser and Miller, how-
ever, intervene in the ideological struggle for their theoretical legacies not by 
applying their own theoretical tools, but by erecting so-called autobiograph-
ical facts and pre-theoretical fiction respectively.

As suggested by Fredric Jameson—who, as Phillip E. Wegner (2009, 
215) underscores in his recent reactualization of the semiotic square, from 
the outset “conceptualizes the Greimasian schema in decidedly dynamic 
terms”—complex terms formalizable by semiotic squares should be viewed 
not merely as semiotic systems, but as articulated social contradictions and 
hence elements of ideological struggle, moments of an ideological process 
(Jameson 1987, xiii–xv). The fourth term (~s2), adds Jameson, is the point 
that saturates the square not by some inertia, but by a conceptual leap that 
at once opens the square to new possibilities. In our case, however, the 
fourth term is ideology itself. In our case, the leap would be that of making 
theory the contradictory not of practice (the commonsensical opposition 
of theory), but of ideology. This enables the ideological process presented 
by our square to be reflected in one of its own moments, the one that sat-
urates it, the fourth one. The saturation of the square is hence achieved 
not by some external master signifier but, on the contrary, by the square’s 
immanent reflection of, and on, its own ideological nature. For the theoret-
ical leap of identifying ideology, and not practice, as the contradictory of 
theory entails precisely what is squared: the process of replacing the enlight-
ened notion of ideology with the historical materialist, and indirectly also 
psychoanalytic, theory of ideology as precisely the opposite of theoretical 
or any other reflexive practice. The ideological process presented by our 
square leads then not to ideological closure but to a theoretical act at a 
zero-degree.

Finally, such a materialist version of the semiotic square might trace an 
“unorganizable” feature shared by all four texts, a paradigmatic gesture 
around which the commonplaces materialized in a set of texts: a subver-
sive transition from transgressive violence to transformative coercion. For 
by negating the violence of “mean, petty gestures,” bourgeois revolutions, 
ideology, and acting out, Diderot (1995, 96–97),2 Marx (2002, 22–23), 
Althusser (1990, 22–30), and Miller (1988) respectively affirm the transfor-
mative coercion of “great crimes,” the social revolution, the epistemologi-
cal break, and the passage à l’acte. But this should not come as a surprise, 
since Paris is a center not only of the cultural world-system, but also of 
anti-systemic movements, in our case, of the materialisms that have con-
tributed to movements from the French Revolution to May ’68—just as in 
subaltern societies there are not only the exploited, but also the comprador 
classes. Which, of course, ultimately demonstrates that the West/rest oppo-
sition is, as Aijaz Ahmad claimed as early as 1992 (64, 92–93, 8–9), but a 
global projection of local social and hence geographical divisions.
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Notes

 1. That Althusser’s theoretical texts are irreducible to the position of his autobiog-
raphy has recently been demonstrated, contra Judith Butler, in Macherey 2012, 
17–19.

 2. “I hate all the mean, petty gestures that indicate merely a base soul, but I don’t 
hate great crimes, first because they make for beautiful paintings and fine trag-
edies; and also because grand, sublime actions and great crimes have the same 
characteristic energy.”
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4 Novel Cosmopolitan Writing
On the Genus and the Genre of Mankind 
(in Kant and Wieland)

Robert Stockhammer

Gonna fight and tear it up in a hypernation
(Sonic Youth, “Teenage Riot,” Daydream Nation).

“Cosmopolitanism is literature and remains literature”—“Kosmopolitismus 
ist Literatur und bleibt es”—declares Oswald Spengler (1963, 780; 1928, 
185). His use of the word literature is obviously intended to discredit cos-
mopolitanism as being “only” literature; that is, not realizable, or rather 
not realizable as anything other than as a realization of literature itself. 
Read against the grain, however, and eliminate the implicit “only,” Spen-
gler’s statement credits scholars of literature with a specific competence for 
questions of cosmopolitanism, a competence yet to be developed. Therefore, 
the present chapter asks the questions In what way is cosmopolitanism lit-
erature?, and, to highlight the question of genre, What kind of literature 
is cosmopolitanism? Taking Spengler’s identification of cosmopolitanism 
with literature literally, these questions are inseparable from the question of 
What is cosmopolitanism? If in this text I deal with cosmopolitanism as an 
idea first and then proceed to cosmopolitanism in and as literature, this is 
merely a heuristic device; for I propose to understand cosmopolitanism as 
something literary from its very start—at least in its modern reconception in 
the eighteenth century. A closer investigation of the kind of literature called 
cosmopolitanism might then lead into the heart of what cosmopolitanism 
actually is, even when some of the texts investigated are usually classified as 
not belonging to literature per se (but rather to what is called philosophy), 
and even when dealing with conceptions of cosmopolitanism that do not 
explicitly state its character as literature.

Kant’s Idea of Cosmopolitanism

Instead of summarizing the ongoing lively debate on cosmopolitanism, I 
will start by quoting and commenting on a single sentence, admittedly a 
complicated one, from Immanuel Kant’s seminal text Zum ewigen Frieden 
(Perpetual Peace), first published in 1795.1 This sentence forms the conclud-
ing paragraph of the commentary to the “third [and last] definitive article 
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for a perpetual peace” (which is followed only by two supplements and two 
appendixes) and runs as follows:

Since it has now come so far with the constantly increasing (narrower 
or wider) community of the peoples of the earth that a violation of 
rights in one place of the earth is felt in all places: so the idea of a law 
of world citizenship [world citizen right] is no phantastic and over-
strung notion of the right, but a necessary supplement to the unwrit-
ten code of both civil and inter-national law [right of peoples] for the 
public human rights in general, and hence for perpetual peace which 
to continually approaching one can flatter oneself only under this 
condition.2

(Da es nun mit der unter den Völkern der Erde einmal durchgän-
gig überhand genommenen (engeren oder weiteren) Gemeinschaft 
so weit gekommen ist, daß die Rechtsverletzung an einem Platz der 
Erde an allen gefühlt wird: so ist die Idee eines Weltbürgerrechts keine 
phantastische und überspannte Vorstellungsart des Rechts, sondern 
eine notwendige Ergänzung des ungeschriebenen Kodex, sowohl des 
Staats- als Völkerrechts zum öffentlichen Menschenrechte überhaupt, 
und so zum ewigen Frieden, zu dem man sich in der kontinuierlichen 
Annäherung zu befinden nur unter dieser Bedingung schmeicheln darf. 
[Kant 1983d, BA 46])

“Since it has now come so far with the … community”: remarkably enough, 
the inventor of transcendental philosophy argues in view of a specific his-
torical moment, of a historical a priori—as if he had read Foucault’s reinter-
pretation of his own writings. It may have been otherwise before, but times 
have changed, and we have to take into account these modified conditions, 
conditions concerning the earth which now has become globalized to the 
degree that “a violation of rights in one place … is felt in all places.” Using 
a distinction that is too often blurred in discussions concerning conceptions 
of totalities, the earth has become global, but this historical situation does 
not necessarily rely on any universal, trans-historical conception of man-
kind in general. It has just now come so far that the earth-wide community 
communicates.

This communication is not only a symbolic exchange, but also almost an 
act of violence, in that it is a communication of motion, here of emotion. 
Remarkably enough, the same Kant who, in his 1788 Kritik der praktischen 
Vernunft (Critique of Practical Reason), had carefully excluded emotions 
from the realm of motives for moral action, now accentuates the brute evi-
dence of something—a violation of rights—that “is felt” (note the passive 
construction). At the same time, however, violations of rights in one place have 
to be communicated symbolically in order to be known everywhere. In the 
preface to his 1798 text Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (Anthro-
pology from a Pragmatic Point of View),  the  anthropologist-philosopher  
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Kant advises the world citizen in spe either to travel or, at least, to read travel 
accounts (Kant 1983a, viiff.). The historical condition of the possibility of 
knowing about other places is constituted either by means of  transportation—
the ship or the camel, which Kant calls “das Schiff der Wüste” (1983d, BA 41), 
“the ship of the desert”—or by written travel records.

The colon in Kant’s sentence marks the shift to the conclusion he draws 
from his premise. Here, Kant introduces the Weltbürgerrecht, usually trans-
lated as “law of world citizenship.” Since, however, it is always risky to 
translate German composites, especially tripartite composites, into another 
language,3 the clumsy working translation “world citizen right” might be 
more suitable, even while law seems to be the more idiomatic translation of 
the lexeme -recht, used no less than six times in the sentence, whose German 
meanings shade into law (as an institutionalized right).

Remarkably enough, it is only now that the world comes in. Up to this 
point of the sentence, Kant (1983d, BA 4ff.) had twice used the geographi-
cal term die Erde (earth),4 which, within the same commentary of the third 
article, he had evoked as a body in its spatial limitations, as a body on the 
surface of which the inhabitants “cannot infinitely disperse and hence must 
finally tolerate the presence of each other” (“sie sich nicht ins Unendliche 
zerstreuen können, sondern endlich sich doch neben einander dulden … 
müssen”), a body which, “originally, no one had more right than another to 
a particular part of” (“ursprünglich aber niemand an einem Orte der Erde 
zu sein mehr Recht hat, als der andere”). Earth, as consciously used by the 
geographer-philosopher Kant, is not per se a world—it has to become one. 
The present accelerations of communications on this planet (as evoked in 
the first part of the sentence) oblige us to perceive it as a world. In order to 
transform the earth into a world, we have to institute a right (as law). And 
the citizen, the middle element of the tripartite composite Weltbürgerrecht, 
emerges only insofar as a right transforms the earth into a world. There 
are no earth citizens, but only inhabitants of the earth yet to become world 
citizens; there is no world without a world right/law; there are no world 
citizens without a world right/law. Without a right/law, there would be no 
κοσμο-πολίτης (to retranslate Weltbürger back into the original Greek word).

This world citizen right/law is “a necessary supplement to both civil law 
[Staatsbürgerrecht] and inter-national law [Völkerrecht].” Though inter-
national law is an acknowledged translation of Völkerrecht, this transla-
tion may be misleading in this context, since Kant is not just distinguishing 
between national and international law, but, moreover and most impor-
tantly, between two different versions of supra-national rights (to use a pro-
visionary general term). Hence it might be preferable to use the more literal 
translation “right of peoples” for “ius gentium”—a field already existing 
in Roman law, and prominently discussed in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century. According to Kant, however, ius gentium, which is only concerned 
with the inter-relations of nations, is not sufficient for guaranteeing “pub-
lic human rights in general” —not to speak of “perpetual peace”—but has 
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to be supplemented by another supra-national law. This other law called 
“ius cosmopoliticum”—Kant coins this neologism in a footnote (1983d, BA 
19 *)—is trans-national rather than inter-national law, since it deals with the 
relations of individuals to a worldwide order, without necessarily treating 
them as members of particular nations. Kant here provides a ternary dis-
tinction which I tentatively illustrate with some actual juridical institutions:

 1 ius civitatis (civil law) regulates the relations among individuals within 
states; it is institutionalized in national codes of law;

 2 ius gentium (right of peoples, inter-national law) regulates the relations 
among states (while the individuals are only represented as members of 
their respective states, not legal subjects of their own); it is institutional-
ized in just one of the several international courts at The Hague, namely 
at the International Court of Justice (ICJ), constituted since 1945;

 3 ius cosmopoliticum (world citizen right, trans-national law) is concerned 
with individuals and states, “in so far as they are regarded as citizens of 
a universal state of men.” It is only here that individuals, independently 
of their affiliation to any particular national community, stand, at least 
potentially, in an unmediated relationship to the world. An actual insti-
tution in the realm of criminal justice that approaches the trans-national 
character of this law, at least structurally, is the International Criminal 
Court (ICC). This institution, also residing in The Hague, was founded 
in 2002 on the basis of the Rome Statute, which in turn incorporates 
two relevant resolutions adopted by the United Nations in 1948: the 
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. At least theoret-
ically, the ICC is entitled to punish violations of right at all places of 
the earth, regardless of the nationality of the perpetrators or victims of 
these violations.

Cosmopolitanism as a Mixture of Discourses

It is, however, debatable if present institutionalizations of transnational law are 
appropriate implementations of ius cosmopoliticum as sketched by Kant.5 From 
the point of view of literary studies, the most important incongruity between 
Kant’s proposal and any of its institutionalizations concerns the particular, not 
to say peculiar, texture of the text Perpetual Peace itself. This text, even while 
using elements of juridical discourse—“preliminary,” “definitive,” and “secret 
articles”—is far from obeying all generic rules of this discourse. It rather jok-
ingly, not to say morbidly, starts out by explaining that its title, Zum ewigen 
Frieden, comes from the name of an inn close to a burial ground (which means 
that it could be translated as At the Eternal Peace). Even more importantly, the 
text, far from arguing transcendentally, proceeds by constantly basing its argu-
ment on empirical data. The knowledge of the anthropologist-geographer Kant 
comes in through intertextual references to travel accounts such as Johann 
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Georg Forster’s A Voyage round the World (1777), the most likely source for 
the passage about the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego known as Pescheräs 
(in Kant’s spelling [1983d, BA 58], Pecherais in Forster’s English, following 
Antoine-Louis de Bougainville’s term, Pesseräh in his German version). For For-
ster, the confrontation with these people, living in most deplorable conditions, 
serves as an occasion for an outburst against Rousseauistic convictions accord-
ing to which the state of nature was preferable to any cultural progress:

If ever the pre-eminence of a civilized life over that of a savage could 
have been reasonably disputed, we might, from the bare contempla-
tion of these miserable people, draw the most striking conclusions in 
favour of our superior happiness. Till it can be proved, that a man in 
continual pain, from the rigour of climate, is happy, I shall not give 
credit to the eloquence of philosophers, who have either had no oppor-
tunity of contemplating human nature under all its modifications, or 
who have not felt what they have seen.

(Forster 1968, 618)

It is most probably with reference to these deplorable conditions of these 
Pecherais as reported by Forster that Kant uses them as an example for 
mankind’s necessary dispersion through war, which forces some people to 
inhabit even “most inhospitable regions” (“unwirtbarste Gegenden”: Kant 
1983d, BA 52) on this earth, a body with finite spatial extensions.

In any law, particular cases should, at least theoretically, be reduced to 
the status of examples illustrating how the law can be deductively applied, 
in compliance with its general formulation. Kant’s examples, however, are 
constitutive inductive examples for a situation in which “it has now come so 
far” that it is possible to know something about the Pecherais in Königsberg. 
The status of these examples removes his text from the genre of a juridical 
prescription. At least some of these examples are, moreover, narratives in 
nuce, as they imply stories about people migrating from one part of the earth 
to the other. It would certainly be an exaggeration to categorize Perpet-
ual Peace as a novel—but its peculiar mixture of discourses (jokes, juridical 
articles, anthropological knowledge, micro-narratives) approaches Friedrich 
Schlegel’s description of the novel in his Gespräch über Poesie (Dialogue on 
Poetry), an essay published only five years after Perpetual Peace. According 
to Schlegel (1967, 336), the particular generic law of the novel consists in 
having no particular law of its own, but rather in mixing other genres: “Ja 
ich kann mir einen Roman kaum anders denken, als gemischt aus Erzählung, 
Gesang und andern Formen.”; “I can scarcely visualize a novel but as a mix-
ture of storytelling, song, and other forms” (Schlegel 1968, 102).

It is worth noting that the genre of the novel had been brought into the 
discussion of cosmopolitanism by none other than Immanuel Kant. His Idee 
zu einer Allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht (Idea for a Uni-
versal History from a Cosmopolitan Perspective), a forerunner to Perpetual 
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Peace in several respects, deals with the question of Gattung, in the double 
sense of genus (as in human genus) and (literary) genre. In this 1784 essay, 
Kant discusses teleological models of world history. He argues for the pos-
sibility that a perfection resulting from the complete development of the 
use of human reason could indeed be attained, but “in the (human) genus 
only,”6 not in the individual (“nur in der Gattung, nicht aber im Individuum 
vollständig entwickeln”: Kant 1983c, A 389). And he proceeds by discuss-
ing the question which literary genre (Gattung) would be the appropriate 
realization of the perfectibility of mankind as genus (Gattung). According to 
Kant, an idea of how the world must develop insofar as it matches certain 
rational aims could only result in a novel: “Es ist zwar ein befremdlicher 
und dem Anscheine nach ungereimter Anschlag, nach einer Idee, wie der 
Weltlauf gehen müßte, wenn er gewissen vernünftigen Zwecken angemessen 
sein sollte, eine Geschichte abfassen zu wollen; es scheint, in einer solchen 
Absicht könnte nur ein Roman zu Stande kommen.” (Kant 1983c, A 407); 
“It is indeed an odd and seemingly inconsistent approach to want to narrate 
a history according to an idea of how the course of the world would have 
to progress if it is to be adequate to certain rational aims; it may seem that 
such a project could yield only a novel” (2006, 14–15).

Cosmopolitanism in a Novel: C. M. Wieland’s History  
of the Abderites

On the one hand, the use of the only in this claim about the relation between 
a cosmopolitan purpose and literature seems to bring us back to Spengler’s 
deprecatory notion of cosmopolitanism as literature. On the other hand, 
however, Kant’s remark can also be read as appreciating the fact that the 
idea of cosmopolitanism, as renewed and transformed in the eighteenth cen-
tury, actually did start out in a novel. Literature did not enter the debate 
on cosmopolitanism so much as set out the debate at least with regard to 
its, so to speak, “novelized” version —as distinct from the ancient version. 
The main actor of this Novel Cosmopolitan Writing is Kant’s contemporary 
Christoph Martin Wieland (who was both born and died nine years after 
Kant); among his many novels, Die Geschichte der Abderiten (History of the 
Abderites), published between 1774 and 1780, is especially relevant here.7

The History of the Abderites in itself is far from being the kind of “Uni-
versal History” Kant has in mind. To the contrary, the novel focuses on a 
small Thracian community whose inhabitants became a byword among the 
Greeks for foolish acts and decisions, “approximately what we mean with 
the expression a Schildbürger imbecility” (Wieland 1993, 45; see also 1984c, 
10).8 The novel recounts several of these imbecilities, the most famous of 
which is the “Trial Concerning the Ass’s Shadow,” namely a trial, lasting for 
years and dividing the whole community, about the question whether some-
body who hires a donkey is automatically entitled to make use of its shadow 
when having a break in the sun, or if he is obliged to pay some extra rent for 
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this use. As one can easily imagine the metaphysical implications involved in 
this question, one will get an idea of how Wieland views metaphysics.

Among the citizens of Abdera, however, there is one who is affected 
neither by the foolishness of his fellow citizens, nor (which amounts to 
almost the same thing) by their metaphysics: the philosopher, or rather, as 
he is mostly called, the “naturalist” (Wieland 1993, 46) or “Naturforscher” 
(1984c, 14) Democritus. From the very start of Democritus’ introduction 
to the book in its second chapter, Wieland touches on the question of how 
“a great man might … spring … from a people so stupid” (Wieland 1993, 
46)—without, however, giving an answer except the sheer contingency of an 
Aristotle coming from Stagira, a Luther from Eisleben, or (as one might add) 
a Wieland from Oberholzheim near Biberach.

The Abderites distrust Democritus, starting with the fact that he had 
left his hometown in order to spend “many years on educational journeys 
[gelehrten Reisen] through all the continents and islands on which one 
could travel at that time” (Wieland 1993, 51; 1984c, 26), since he could 
not yet read Forster’s A Voyage round the World—a text that was written 
at the same time as History of the Abderites, and which, later, will be rec-
ommended by Wieland himself (see Wieland 1984a). Democritus’ fellow 
citizens, thus, use the term cosmopolitan in a pejorative sense; it is only 
later that he is affirmatively characterized as such—Wieland (1984c, 129) 
now uses the German word Weltbürger—as something Democritus himself 
would subscribe to.

And it is again later that the idea of cosmopolitanism is eventually intro-
duced, conceived as a brotherhood by Wieland. The Abderites had sent for 
Hippocrates in order that he should certify Democritus insane. As soon as 
Hippocrates meets Democritus, however, he not only rejects this request, but 
also recognizes a fellow-cosmopolitan in him. At this point of the story, the 
narrator inserts a short digression about a certain species of mortals who 
“constitute a kind of brotherhood that hangs together more closely than 
any other order in the world” (Wieland 1993, 126; see also 1984c, 217), 
precisely because this brotherhood distinguishes itself from all others pre-
cisely in not formally distinguishing itself in any way, deliberately renounc-
ing symbols or meetings in lodges.

By inventing the Order of Cosmopolitans, Wieland intervenes in the 
ambivalent inheritance of Freemasonry and related types of secret societies, 
which were as crucial for the development of Enlightenment as they were felt 
problematic because of their performative contradiction to the very Enlight-
enment aim of promoting publicity (see Koselleck 1988, 62–97, explicitly 
on Wieland 96–97). Wieland will elaborate his intervention or invention in 
his Das Geheimniß des Kosmopoliten-Ordens (The Secret of the Order of 
Cosmopolitans), the 1788 essay framed as a paratext to his novel, which is, 
in its turn, referred to as a factual account within the later essay: “About 14 
years ago [1774], the historian of the Abderites … gave the first account of 
an invisible society existing for several millenia already under the name of 
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Cosmopolitans” (Wieland 1984b, 155). Concerning this order, the reader 
will not learn much more than the following:

The Cosmopolitans are called world citizens in the most original and 
eminent sense, since they regard all people of the surface of the earth 
as branches of one single family, and the universe as a state, wherein 
they are citizens, together with uncountable other reasonable beings, 
in order to promote the perfectibility of the whole. …

(Die Kosmopoliten führen den Nahmen der Weltbürger in der eigen-
tlichsten und eminentesten Bedeutung. Denn sie betrachten alle Völker 
des Erdbodens als eben so viele Zweige einer einzigen Familie, und das 
Universum als einen Staat, worin sie mit unzähligen andern vernünfti-
gen Wesen Bürger sind, um unter allgemeinen Naturgesetzen die Vol-
lkommenheit des Ganzen zu befördern. … [Wieland 1984b, 167–68])

However, how the Cosmopolitans cooperate, how they meet, how they rec-
ognize each other is not made explicit, neither in the novel, nor in the essay. 
Wieland does not unveil the secret of this order so much as convert it into a 
confusing play of intertextual references and half-satisfactory explanations; 
in some cases explanations given in the essay even stand in blunt contradic-
tion to those given in the novel.9 The cosmopolitan order is of the order of 
literature.

Cosmopolitanism as Novel

Kant’s and Wieland’s concepts of cosmopolitanism are by no means identi-
cal. The most striking common feature is that, in both concepts, the universe/
world is regarded as a state. According to Wieland, “[t]he Cosmopolitans … 
regard all people … and the universe as a state”; according to Kant, the world 
citizen right concerns “men and states … insofar as they are regarded as cit-
izens of a universal state of men (ius cosmopoliticum)” (“so fern Menschen 
und Staaten … als Bürger eines allgemeinen Menschenstaates anzusehen 
sind”: Kant 1983d, BA 19 *). None of them actually claims to institutional-
ize the world as a state: Kant explicitly, Wieland implicitly rejects the idea of 
a world government that would replace national governments.10

Among the differences between Kant’s and Wieland’s concepts, two are 
especially important. First, while Kant’s more egalitarian concept implies 
that all individuals on the earth must be treated as cosmopolitans, Wieland’s 
more elitist concept is based on a community of some individuals—although 
every individual is free to become a member of this community. Conse-
quently, and second, for Kant, cosmopolitanism is mainly to be established 
in a juridical form (consisting of a law of hospitality), while, for Wieland, it 
has to be realized through the continual practice of the members of the order.

Instead of attributing these differences to the convictions of these two 
“thinkers” only (as is usually done: see, for example, Albrecht 2005 or 
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Kleingeld 2012), I want to suggest that they are at least partly related to—if 
not dependent on—the difference of genres in which the respective concepts 
of cosmopolitanism were developed. Wieland’s cosmopolitanism is a novel 
cosmopolitanism precisely because it is inseparable from its realization as a 
novel. As such, it is distinct from Kant’s philosophical cosmopolitanism—
even while it was Kant himself who proposed the novelistic genre, and even 
while Kant himself inserted some peculiar narrative elements into his essay 
Perpetual Peace.

In view of recent debates on world literature, or on relations of globaliza-
tion and literature, the choice of the novel does not appear very inventive, since 
novels are the most popular subject of research in the field, anyway. Moreover, 
this choice may appear implausible, since at least one influential theory about 
the rise of the novel in the eighteenth century, Benedict Anderson’s Imag-
ined Community, argues that, to the contrary, novels had been important in 
shaping national rather than supra-national communities (Anderson 2006, 
22–32). A closer view of the novel as a historically contested genre, however, 
provides a more differentiated view of its relation to cosmopolitanism.

Even as late as the end of the eighteenth century, the novel cannot be 
considered a genre in the sense of a well-defined category of genre poetics. 
It was far from clear how the novel, as written in prose, would fit within the 
tripartite classification of lyrical, dramatic, and epic forms that dominated 
genre poetics around 1800, or whether it would fit at all, since the epic form 
(to which one might be tempted to subsume narrative prose forms) was still 
understood as a narrative in meter. In the year of the publication of Perpet-
ual Peace, Friedrich Schiller (1993, 741), for example, still treats the novelist 
as a mere “half-brother” (“Halbbruder) of the poet, implying that his friend 
Goethe is wasting his time by writing Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wil-
helm Meister’s Apprenticeship) instead of finally completing Hermann und 
Dorothea (Hermann and Dorothea). Even thirty years later, Hegel (1986, 
392) will devote only some parenthetical remarks to the novel, the “modern 
civic epic” (“modernen bürgerlichen Epopöe”).

Since the genre of the novel itself stands on the margin, contributions to 
the poetics of the novel take place at the margin of genre poetics. The most 
important of these contributions consist of Friedrich Schlegel’s fragments 
and essays, including the Dialogue on Poetry, quoted above as defining the 
novel as a mixed genre composed of other genres. The novel not only deals 
with a genus in progress, as Kant’s proposal implies (the genus of mankind), 
it does so precisely as a genre in continuous (or even dis-continuous) devel-
opment, as “progressive universal poetry” (to quote Schlegel’s Athenäum 
fragment No. 116: Schlegel 1968, 140). The novel, in other words, does not 
appertain to what Goethe (like others) treated as “natural forms of poetry” 
(“Naturformen der Dichtung”: Goethe 1994, 206). Moreover, there is no 
generic law of the novel, at least not if law is to be understood as a general 
prescription to be applied to individual cases, as the ius cosmopoliticum 
must be applicable to all human beings.
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Or rather, even the ius cosmopoliticum cannot simply be applied to indi-
viduals. This is what Jacques Derrida (1997, 47–58) has elaborated in his 
reading of Kant’s Perpetual Peace, concentrating on the law of hospitality 
associated with the world citizen right (and as such introduced within the 
same third definitive article whose concluding paragraph has been discussed 
above). Kant (1983d, BA 40), however, only introduces hospitality by 
restricting it to “a right of temporary sojourn” (“Besuchsrecht”) for every 
stranger, which does not automatically include the “right to be a permanent 
visitor” (“Gastrecht”). Derrida (1997, 54ff.) criticizes this limitation and 
emphasizes the necessity of unconditional hospitality.11 Any institutional-
ized law, however, always sets conditions for its application—thus corrupt-
ing the right of hospitality in the very moment of realizing it. Therefore, 
it is necessary to retain the idea of unconditional hospitality as uncondi-
tional. This, however, is only possible in a language that is not liable to the 
logic of law and its application, and an appropriate name for such a lan-
guage is poetry. Derrida hence states: “Un acte d’hospitalité ne peut être que 
poétique.” (Derrida and Dufourmantelle 1997, 10); “An act of hospitality 
can only be a poetic.” (2000, 1)

Derrida’s use of poétique is certainly a wide one, not necessarily restricted 
to poetry in the sense of short pieces in verse and rhyme. In its structural 
sense of a language resisting the logic of law and its application, poétique 
may also refer to novels that—like The History of the Abderites—neither 
simply restrict themselves to narrating about individuals (like Democritus), 
nor simply claim that these are exemplary for the genus. Rather, the novel 
progresses in a continuously exponentiated reflection (to paraphrase Schle-
gel) on the relation of individuals to the genus.

COsMoPoLITerature

This relation of individuals to genus is not necessarily mediated by sub-sets 
in a topology of concentric circles, with individuals possessing a certain 
local affiliation first, then a national, and eventually also an inter-national 
affiliation. Cosmopolitanism, for Kant as well as for Wieland, rather consists 
in an immediate relation of any single human being to the earth (regarded 
as world). This is not to say that other kinds of affiliations can be entirely 
ignored or annihilated. In the History of the Abderites, Democritus does 
indeed belong to the Abderites, but the contingency of this affiliation is 
emphasized: the contingency of being born at some place instead of another, 
the contingency of being born as a cosmopolitan or not, the contingency of 
the meeting between two members of the cosmopolitan order (Democritus 
and Hippocrates). This cosmopolitan order is configured not as a set of 
concentric circles, but rather as a network resulting from often surprising, 
often arbitrary relations.

Therefore, Wieland is far from harmonizing potential tensions between 
obligations toward the worldly and the national communities, between 
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cosmopolitanism and patriotism—a subject fiercely debated in the late eigh-
teenth century and also, later on, between the World Wars (the context of 
Spengler’s intervention, as quoted at the outset of this chapter). In situations 
of conflict, cosmopolitan duties must, according to Wieland, prevail over 
patriotic ones; even resistance to state authorities may count among the 
duties of the cosmopolitan order: “Vaterlandsliebe … ist eine mit den kos-
mopolitischen Grundbegriffen, Gesinnungen und Pflichten unverträgliche 
Leidenschaft.” (Wieland 1984b, 177); “Patriotism … is a passion incompat-
ible with the basic concepts, convictions and duties of cosmopolitanism.”

Accordingly, writing novels is a cosmopolitan obligation that may imply 
a conflict with national obligations. Just as the novel is not a “natural form,” 
so it is—pace Benedict Anderson—not a “national form.” Whereas simple 
forms (such as myth or fable) might be suitable narrations for states, the 
world regarded as a state—without actually being one—can only be nar-
rated in a non-simple, open form, composed of mixed elements. Many of 
Wieland’s novels also include elements from other languages, especially 
Greek—quotations from which are, incidentally, almost always supplied in 
translations as well, in order not to restrict the potential readership of his 
novels to an elite group of Bildungsbürger. “Weltliteratur”—a term used 
by Wieland at least twenty years before Goethe reinvented it (see Weitz 
1987)—is cosmopoliterature, a term that conveniently unpacks the abbrevi-
ation CompLit, precisely because it does not consist of well-defined national 
sub-entities to be “compared” with each other (as in a conception of Com-
parative Literature that is evidently obsolete in the current trans-national 
situation, even if it still persists for disciplinary reasons). Any piece of cos-
mopolitan writing, like any human being, must be regarded as im-mediately 
belonging to an earthwide community of texts, not only mediately via its 
affiliation to some sub-unit known as national literature. The love for one’s 
national literature is a passion incompatible with the basic concepts, convic-
tions, and duties of cosmopoliterature.12

In contrast to other literary genres, in contrast also to simple forms of 
narratives (such as myth or fable), the novel is literature also in its etymo-
logical sense, constitutively linked to the medium of writing, especially in 
its version as printed book (see Schlegel 1967, 335; 1968, 101). According 
to Wieland (1984b, 201), “the art of printing … does not belong to this or 
that state, but to the human genus” (“die Buchdruckerkunst … gehört nicht 
diesem oder jenem Staate, sondern dem menschlichen Geschlechte zu”), a 
remark that could well be extended to other forms of reproducing texts. The 
reproduction of writings also multiplies potential addressees. It has now 
come so far with the community of the peoples of the earth, that stories 
about people in one place of the earth are (at least potentially) read by read-
ers in all places. As it is not predictable which potential addressees will be 
reached, one has to account for further contingencies: who will read which 
text at which place and at which moment is just as contingent as who will 
meet whom, at which place and at which moment. The loosely organized 
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network of the members of the cosmopolitan order is extended in a loosely 
organized network of novel readers.

In lieu of a conclusion, I would like to relate the concept of novel cosmo-
politan writing to at least one contribution to contemporary discussions of 
cosmopolitanism and human rights in general. Recently, the philosophers 
Christoph Menke and Francesca Raimondi have argued against the pre-
sumption that a declaration of human rights should, once and for all, set 
the normative conditions for any political action, which, in turn, would 
be reduced to an instrument in implementing these norms. In contrast, 
Menke and Raimondi (2011, 9) object, human rights should be regarded 
as principles of political actions themselves, as something to be negoti-
ated in political actions and debates. The status of human rights in this 
conception is much closer to Wieland’s model of cosmopolitanism than to 
Kant’s. Whereas in the Kantian model, cosmopolitanism should result in 
an institutionalized law (the law of hospitality), in Wieland’s model the 
result cannot be fixed beforehand, but rather consists in its progression, 
in cosmo-political actions, actions that cannot presuppose stable premises 
established, once and for all, as laws of nature. The only “law” of novels, 
of writing or reading novels, is to continue writing or reading: “Wem dieß 
ein neues Räthsel ist—den ersuchen wir lieber fortzulesen, als sich … ohne 
Noth den Kopf zu zerbrechen” (Wieland 1984c, 220); “We entreat the per-
son to whom this is a new riddle to read on rather than rack his brains 
needlessly” (1993, 127).

Notes

 1. See below for a discussion of the title.
 2. This rather literal and therefore quite clumsy working translation has been pre-

pared by myself, since none of the four translations I have consulted was suffi-
ciently close to the German original.

 3. Compare, for example, Bauernblutwurst, literally farmerbloodsausage: not so 
much a sausage made of the blood of farmers, but rather a sausage made of the 
blood of pigs and cattle after the manner of farmers.

 4. The motivation of this distinction obviously escaped at least two English transla-
tors of the text who, without any linguistic need, translated the second instance 
of earth as world—but these are only two typical examples of a widespread 
tendency to neglect this distinction.

 5. As Suman Gupta has justly criticized this assumption, I have since elaborated 
the arguments for and against this interpretation in my paper, “Deutung und 
Geltung von Texten,” presented in November 2013 at the Munich conference 
Was heißt Deutung?.

 6. I prefer the translation of genus to the more common species, in order to avoid 
all too hasty Darwinian associations and to retain the double sense of German 
Gattung at least via its Latin equivalent genus.

 7. A more comprehensive version of this chapter—which, however, would by far 
exceed the space given in the present collection—would also discuss Wieland’s 
polylogical epistolary novel Aristipp und einige seiner Zeitgenossen (Aristippus 
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and Some of His Contemporaries), published in four volumes with almost 1,600 
pages in its original edition of 1800–1801.

 8. An English equivalent of the Schildbürger seems to be “The Wise Men of Gotham.”
 9. The “secret” of this order consists precisely in the fact that there is none, at least 

none established by any symbolic arrangements such as passwords or allegori-
cal veils that could be guarded or unveiled. Or rather, the secret of this order is 
“wahres Geheimniß” (Wieland 1984c, 218), a “true secret” (1993, 126; transla-
tion modified), since it is identical with the secret of nature itself. It is not even 
possible to enter or leave this secret society because one is born a member (see 
Wieland 1984b, 163). When its members meet (as in the case of the meeting of 
Democritus and Hippocrates in the History of the Abderites), they recognize 
each other as members without using any symbol, but simply because—they rec-
ognize each other. The essay will attribute this recognition to a certain emotional 
faculty known as sympathy (see Wieland 1984b, 174)—but even this explana-
tion is rejected in the novel that states that this faculty may only be found in 
novels (Wieland 1984c, 217; 1993, 126). Thus, the relation between the earlier 
novel and the later paratext becomes extremely complicated, since the paratext 
is revealed to rely on a kind of explanation that may be used only in novels, but 
this fact itself is precisely revealed in a novel. Ad libitum.

 10. This idea seems to have been a minority position within the contemporary dis-
cussions of cosmopolitanism, advocated only by outsiders such as Anarchasis 
Cloots, whose life ended under the guillotine just a year before Perpetual Peace 
was published (see Kleingeld 2012, 40–44).

 11. It might, in passing, be important to recall that the situations Kant had in mind 
are very different from, in a way the opposite of, situations mostly associated 
in current debates concerning hospitality. Within these debates, “strangers” are 
usually conceived as migrants, coming from Africa, Asia, or South America, and 
arriving in European or North American countries. Kant (1983d, BA 42), on the 
contrary, reacts to the inhospitable behavior (“das inhospitable Betragen”) of 
(typically European) colonizers in Africa or South America. (His critique is even 
more straightforwardly formulated in his 1797 text Die Metaphysik der Sitten 
[The Metaphysics of Morals], where he repeats the main arguments of Perpet-
ual Peace: see Kant 1983b, A 229–32) By limiting the right of hospitality, Kant 
rather questions the legitimacy of colonization—whereas Derrida, by claiming 
a more inclusive guest right for migrants, intends to question the legitimacy of 
our post- or neo-colonial supremacy. Kant might have answered to Derrida’s 
critique that, “since it has now come so far,” in an altered historical situation, it 
may indeed be necessary to challenge the limitations of the law of hospitality.

 12. If, in the present chapter, I am only dealing with texts from “my own (German) 
literature” (a practice I rarely adhere to), this is precisely to argue that they do 
not constitutively belong to “my own literature.”
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5 Acadia Goes Overseas
Pastoral and Planetary Consciousness in 
Bernardin Saint-Pierre’s Paul and Virginia

Karin Peters

Shepherds travel badly, at least beyond the range their four-legged friends 
can compass or the trajectories their amatory mission sends them on. We 
can hardly expect them to do otherwise: sitting next to a pleasant stream 
and singing about love, as literary shepherds like to do, does not leave much 
time for moving around. Shepherds and the pastoral seem to be inextrica-
bly connected to the local as opposed to the global. Nonetheless, even the 
history of pastoral as a genre can take us on a journey around the world, 
accompanied by the most unconventional traveling companions. For even 
though literary shepherds themselves are not known to willingly cross 
oceans, pastoral literature offers one of the most mobile imageries we know. 
On their way through literary history, literary shepherds transform from 
goat-herding simpletons to poets, to aristocrats posing as shepherds, to their 
children, hommes sauvages born in the wild, who become true middle- class 
sentimentalists.

To call it a genre is daring, though, as the pastoral has almost transge-
neric qualities.1 A quick glance at popular definitions of pastoral proves 
that theorists, all the way to such acute thinkers as the philosophes of the 
French Encyclopédie, have had problems defining la pastorale. In the twen-
tieth century, the Grand Larousse speaks of “pastoral”—the adjective—as 
that which belongs to shepherds, for example, the “mœurs pastorals”; that 
which describes the lives, customs and loves of shepherds: “Poésie pasto-
rale,” “Roman pastoral,” “Littérature pastorale,” or even: “Symphonie pas-
torale”; and what is typical of these “mœurs pastorals”: simplicity, noblesse, 
and rustic harmony (Guilbert 1976, 4072). The pastoral, on the other hand, 
is described as a literary work about “mœurs pastorales” inspired by rural 
life (“s’inspirant de la vie champêtre” [Guilbert 1976, 4073].) As can be seen, 
the pastoral is almost exclusively defined by subject matter and across the 
conventional limits of genre. In the Encyclopédie, Louis de Jaucourt (1778, 
157) compares pastoral poetry with the idyll, the depiction of pleasant land-
scapes and surroundings “in the gracious and mild genre” (“dans le genre 
gracieux & doux”). Pastoral matter must be about the ease of country life 
expressed in plaintive love lyric or the early modern version of poetry slams, 
sometimes more or less loosely connected to love plots of loss, betrayal, or 
even death. Although in the midst of lovers’ many trials, it is Saturn’s reign 
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returned, a visible Golden Age of freedom, innocent pleasures, and peace, 
or, as Jaucourt saw it: the retreat of a man with a simple heart into a pre- or 
transhistoric heureux siècle.

The association of the pastoral with the idyllic has a long tradition but 
nonetheless needs revising. Already on its European journey from Renais-
sance Italy, where the pastoral tradition is revived with Jacopo Sannazaro’s 
Arcadia, to sixteenth-century Spain, the pastoral is rendered intrahistoric. 
As a result, the country backdrop and love themes serve as sugary gloss 
over political strivings or conflicts played out in a subtle subtext. Even the 
place and time of action change: for example, most Spanish pastorals are 
located on the Iberian peninsula, not in the imaginary space of Arcadia. The 
dramatic eclogues of Juan del Encina or Jorge de Montemayor’s novel Los 
siete libros de La Diana (The Seven Books of the Diana) seldom focus on 
a happy Arcadian age; instead, they translate the quarrels and strivings of 
their love-struck shepherds into the symbolic grammar of their own. Almost 
all constitutive features of the pastoral disappear or lose importance in the 
process: Montemayor introduces knights and quasi-Amazons, with their 
ferocious speech or actions and almost epic qualities, in his pastoral novel—
including a notably higher standard of style; Miguel de Cervantes later on 
juxtaposes idealized shepherds with their rustic, comic, and realistic coun-
terparts: real hardworking shepherds.

On the other hand, French authors such as Pierre de Ronsard follow 
the allegorical tradition of panegyric created by Virgil and continued in 
the Christian Middle Ages. Celebrating the Valois court as the Golden Age 
returned, Ronsard’s pastoral grammar forms part of the cultural semiotics 
of monarchical Absolutism. His shepherds become pure masks aristocrats 
put on—even literally play on stage—to reassure themselves of their social 
standing and to express their loving loyalty to the berger suprême: the king. 
If Arcadia had previously been a space of escapism and retreat, now the 
center of political power incorporates Arcadia to send a clear message: no 
escape is possible, or even desired. No wonder Honoré D’Urfé, an aristocrat 
who had, as part of the Catholic League, fought against the protestant king 
Henry IV, will dedicate his voluminous Astrar to the victorious king as a gift 
of submission. Thereafter, the pastoral degenerates into Roccoco fashion 
and pure conventionality of gallant court ballets and plays.

Only in the later eighteenth century, writers of the bourgeois age devel-
oped a new interest in the genre. Discussions about pastoral poetics redefine 
its idyllic aspects as bourgeois sentimentality, and Salomon Gessner’s idylls in 
particular serve as a new generic model—thereby stressing the alleged apolit-
ical character of pastoral forms. In France, this new import of German idylls, 
translated into French in 1762, ends a long quarrel between those against and 
those in favor of the pastoral mode, those demanding realism and declaring 
the death of gallant pastoral, and those opting for its utopian, albeit archae-
ological, view of human society. Gessner’s idylls show simple peasants in 
the tradition of Theocritus, yet they abstain from factual realism and treat 
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the pastoral tradition as a philosophical genre instead (see Niderst 1987, 
105). By this time the genre has come to propagate bourgeois virtues such as 
work, family, morality, religion, and love, and its shepherds have been con-
verted from capricious libertines into “braves gens” (105). Simultaneously, 
the pastoral becomes novelized as in the case of Gessner’s great admirer Jean 
Pierre de Florian, and, of course, partly in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 1761 
novel Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse (Julie, or the New Heloise). However, 
it is particularly significant how pastoral texts such as the Spanish Diana 
are deprived of their complexity and multilayered political meaning in the 
context of this new literature. For example, Florian (1788, 16–17) proposes 
a strictly sentimental interpretation of Montemayor’s novel in the name of 
“grace” (“douceur”) and “tenderness” (“tendresse”). He thereby initiates a 
misinterpretation of the earlier pastoral forms that feeds into the first philo-
logical attempts to write European literary history and continues to this day. 
Therefore, the underlying politics of sentimentalism are of utmost interest 
for questions of genre development in the case of the pastoral.

In 1788, Florian (2) still warns his reader that the name of pastoral 
alone makes us want to go to sleep: “ce nom seul donne envie de dormer.” 
He advocates for a renovation of the pastoral in prose fiction: as a combi-
nation of dramatic scenes allowing for stronger, albeit moderate, passions, 
of lyrical interludes in the style of Theocritus or Virgil, and of a narrative 
backdrop giving coherence to the scene (thus returning to the genre’s first 
cycle of innovation around 1500). Florian’s own pastoral focuses on the 
French version of Arcadia and on “virtue” (“la vertu”) as its most amiable 
aspect (Florian 1788, 19). This is a Rousseauian retelling of the Golden 
Age myth and pastoral innocence, even if Rousseau himself did not deny 
that a return to the state of savage man (homme sauvage) is impossible, 
since it is “a state which no longer exists, which perhaps never existed, and 
which will probably never exist” (Rousseau 1984, 68), “un état qui n’existe 
plus, qui n’a peut-être point existé, qui probablement n’existera jamais” 
(Rousseau 1966, 123; see also Gouhier 1953–1955, 7–48). All the same, 
the sentimental versions of Arcadia comply with Rousseau’s invocation of 
the “family of tears”2 as the core concept of bourgeois anthropology, mak-
ing them also utopian to some extent. Only now does the pastoral truly 
consort with the idyllic mode, its gracious charms, and simple sentiments: 
it becomes the vehicle of the bourgeois spirit to revolutionize French soci-
ety and to universalize bourgeois vertu as natural affect, to be found only 
in nature.3 Finally, this spirit of universalization expands and industrial-
ization at home sends Arcadia into the colonies, at a moment in history 
where their rapprochement to reality threatens to kill the ideals inherent 
in a form fundamentally contesting the real. Exoticism hence becomes the 
pastoral’s true heir.4

Florian’s and Rousseau’s contemporary Bernardin de Saint-Pierre wrote 
just such a new form of pastoral toward the end of the century, published 
in 1788, one year before the French Revolution. Although its action is 
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located in the Île de France, today’s Mauritius, and ends tragically, Paul et 
Virginie (Paul and Virginia) is nonetheless viewed by its author as a hum-
ble pastoral (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 32). It is loosely based on 
the Greek prose pastoral Daphnis and Chloe by Longos but, unlike in the 
original, the story does not end well. Far from the degenerating influences 
of civilized morals, Bernardin’s heroes live a simple, honest, and loving 
life in their petite société: the family of Paul, Paul’s mother Marguerite, 
Virginie, and her mother Madame de la Tour, two black slaves, Domingue 
and Marie, and a dog named Fidèle. In order to secure the longevity of this 
society’s future, Virginie is persuaded to travel to France on the order of a 
relentless old family relative. She is educated to European standards, learns 
to read and write, studies history and science, but remains a lonely stranger 
to French customs. On her final voyage back to escape an unwanted mar-
riage and return to her beloved Paul, she reaches the lost paradise on the 
infamous ship Saint-Géran, which sinks just off the island in a terrible 
storm in the year 1744. Apparently spoiled by European civility, the chaste 
Virginie refuses to take off her clothes and swim to safety, and instead 
drowns in a cataclysmic scene that is only matched by the final vision of her 
body in the text: on the shore, the dead Virginie is transfigured into the sub-
lime vision of a Christ-like sacrifice, and fittingly Virginie will afterwards 
be eternalized as the local heroine of idealized sentiment in the memory of 
the Mauritian community.5 Nonetheless, the whole petite société dies of 
grief and only their graves and the ruins of their humble lodgings remain 
in the present.

What does this have to do with shepherds, and what makes Paul and Vir-
ginia a pastoral novel? It is not just that Bernardin quotes the generic model 
by calling his text a “humble pastoral,” but also the way he uses the pastoral 
mode.6 The two mothers, Marguerite and Madame de la Tour, retreat twice 
from the space of culture: to the colony and to a small valley almost hidden 
from the island’s other inhabitants. On this second-degree isle, they support 
themselves and their children using their and their slaves’ own craftsman-
ship, such that Paul and Virginie grow up in seemingly perfect harmony 
with their natural surroundings, living off the land (see Figure  5.1). The 
depiction of Mauritian nature does recreate a foreign space, with foreign 
trees, foreign birds, and their foreign-sounding names (see Lionnet 2010, 
136); but at the same time it follows the conventional inventory of a pasto-
ral locus amoenus, as can be seen in this short passage:

Virginia loved to repose upon the border of this fountain, decorated 
with wild and sublime magnificence. She often seated herself beneath 
the shade of the two cocoa trees, and there she sometimes led her goats 
to graze. While she prepared cheeses of their milk, she loved to see 
them browse on the maidenhair which grew upon the steep sides of 
the rock, and hung suspended upon one of its cornices, as on a pedes-
tal. Paul, observing that Virginia was fond of this spot, brought thither, 
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Figure 5.1 Illustration by Louis Lafitte: “Enfance de Paul et Virginie.” From the 1806 
luxury edition of Paul et Virginie (Bernardin de Saint-Pierre 1806, 14–15).

from the neighbouring forest, a great variety of birds’ nests. The old 
birds, following their young, established themselves in this new colony.

(Virginie aimait à se reposer sur les bords de cette fontaine, décorée 
d’une pompe à la fois magnifique et sauvage. Souvent elle y venait 
laver le linge de la famille à l’ombre des deux cocotiers. Quelquefois 
elle y menait paître ses chèvres. Pendant qu’elle préparait des fromages 
avec leur lait, elle se plaisait à leur voir brouter les capillaires sur les 
flancs escarpés de la roche, et se tenir en l’air sur une de ses corniches 
comme sur un piédestal. Paul, voyant que ce lieu était aimé de Virginie, 
y apporta de la forêt voisine des nids de toute sorte d’oiseaux. Les pères 
et les mères de ces oiseaux suivirent leurs petits, et vinrent s’établir 
dans cette nouvelle colonie. [Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 144–45])
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Fresh water, shady trees, and goats all form part of pastoral space; but 
here the narrator almost inadvertently highlights what had been the original 
scene of this blissful retreat—colonization—and how this time the parents 
or old birds follow the young, inverting the structure of the human plot. 
Natural or pastoral space in Paul and Virginia, therefore, is always tinted 
with cultivation or the memory and repetition of a civilizing mission;7 this 
will become even more apparent in the case of the artificial garden Paul 
creates for his beloved later on.

Yet their society where no one bears ill will and people understand each 
other by gestures and tears alone, free of the obligation to speak, claims to 
be the realization of a Golden Age outside of culture. Its members share all 
goods and are of one will and mind: “They had but one will, one interest, 
one table. All their possessions were in common.” (Bernardin Saint-Pierre 
1802, 17); “[Elles] n’avaient qu’une volonté, qu’un intérêt, qu’une table. 
Tout entre elles était commun” (2004, 118). The equality denied to both 
women in French society or society in general—their faults lie in having 
stepped over social lines, one by marrying a poor lower class man, the 
other by having a love affair with a man above her station—this obvious 
inequality is supposed to be overcome by creating a perfect petite société 
of equal rights, culminating in a marriage of Paul and Virginie who would 
become the visible sign of a classless society (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 
2004, 119). It is along these pre-revolutionary lines that Paul and Virginia 
has mostly been read. In addition, the mœurs champêtres the novel depicts 
condemn every type of cultivation that aims higher than agriculture, in 
particular trading across the oceans—a fate Virginie will share—and her 
trade will also end badly, as we know. For this reason, her pastoral songs 
about the happiness of la vie champêtre are a protest not only against 
aristocratic life but also against capitalist society and “those who were 
impelled, by avarice, to cross the furious ocean, rather than cultivate the 
earth” (Bernardin Saint-Pierre 1802, 72), “les malheurs des gens de mer 
que l’avarice porte à naviguer sur un élément furieux, plutôt que de cultiver 
la terre” (2004, 150).

Strangely enough, in both cases mother and child are cast out of the cycle 
of economic circulation that motivates their pastoral life in the first place. 
Marguerite is left penniless by the gentilhomme who impregnated her in 
France and flees to the colony to hide her shame, using the last of her money 
to buy the old black slave Domingue (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 113). 
Madame de la Tour’s husband takes off for Madagascar to buy and trade 
in slaves but dies on the trip, leaving his wife no choice but to live a most 
humble life (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 112). And Virginie’s return to 
the economic cycle in the end, enslaving her to French money, will have fatal 
consequences.

In bringing together his version of Arcadia overseas, France, and the mar-
ketplace stretching between them, Bernardin puts the pastoral on a global 
scale. The traveller Bernardin, who had been on his first global voyage to 
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Martinique at the age of twelve and later visited Holland, Russia, Finland, 
Germany, and, finally, Mauritius from 1768 to 1771, not only describes a 
landscape unknown to most eighteenth-century readers but turns his shep-
herds into “indolent Creoles” (Bernardin Saint-Pierre 1802, 162), “igno-
rants comme des Créoles” (2004, 121). In the foreword to the 1788 edition, 
the author claims that he wanted to create pastoral tableaux of the other 
part of the world, “l’autre partie du monde” (251), by placing his shep-
herds not by the gentle stream, but in view of the ocean and in the shade 
of coconut trees, banana plants, and blooming lemon trees, making himself 
the Theocritus or Virgil of the new world. He recreates the pastoral valley, 
gives it an authentic Creole touch, and idealizes both tropical natural beauty 
and bourgeois moral beauty, “beauté morale” (251), last but not least by 
superficially eliminating all European influence from the enchanted natural 
paradise. By means of plot, on the other hand, he keeps the pastoral space 
in subliminal contact with the world as a whole and with absent France in 
particular.

In their 2010 collection French Global, Christie McDonald and Susan 
Rubin Suleiman propose a new approach to literary history. They call it 
a GPS, a Global Positioning System (2010, x), to be understood not in 
the sense of tracing the mission to universalize French moral values and 
French thought or literature in the world—French Global as in: the globe 
being and speaking French—but instead as a new focus on literature in 
relation to the globe, “as world, as sphere, as a space of encounter with 
the other and with the very idea of otherness” (McDonald and Suleiman 
2010, xvii). The contributions to French Global all trace the negotiations 
with otherness at the center of French literary history. I would like to 
suggest that globalizing Paul and Virginia could be just such a reprogram-
ming of our literary GPS. In the context of globalization, Paul and Vir-
ginia might be read as both centrifugal, expanding the distance between 
an Arcadian other space and the space of culture or economy, and as 
centripetal, concentrating what is distant in one all-connecting market 
space (see Miller 2010, 245). The novel mediates between a cultural cen-
ter and a periphery mirroring that center’s society from the other side of 
the globe. It is, therefore, not a static term of center or of periphery that 
I would employ here; not the dichotomy of first and third world. I am 
using the terms in the sense of Yuri Lotman, who describes culture as a 
semiosphere where norms are established in the center of normalization 
and are confronted with the non-normalized on the peripheral borders 
of the cultural space: “If in the centre of the semiosphere the description 
of texts generates the norms, then on the periphery the norms, actively 
invading ‘incorrect’ practice, will generate ‘correct’ texts in accord with 
them.” (Lotman 2001, 129) Nonetheless, change can happen, and con-
stant influences from or mismatches at the periphery can lead to the cre-
olization of semiotic systems (see Lotman 2001, 142). In Lotman’s eyes, 
in any culture or cultural sub-system, the dialogue with otherness at the 
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periphery is the motor of change. This mechanism drives change in the 
literary generic system as well. The vectorial space or movement between 
centre and periphery that defines a genre such as the pastoral8 allows for 
a closer look at literary history or the developments of genre, not only 
from a temporal point of view but from a spatial perspective as well. Ber-
nardin’s narration, for example, is less an Arcadian archaeology than a 
sociological diagnosis, played out in spatial terms; as he famously put it in 
his foreword, the novel’s purpose is to show “that our happiness consists 
in living our lives in accordance with nature and virtue” (“que notre bon-
heur consiste à vivre suivant la nature et la vertu” [Bernardin Saint-Pierre 
2004, 251]). Then again, read against this self-confident claim, the time 
and space of pastoral in Paul and Virginia are invaded by a less confident 
second-degree narration, which could also be interpreted as vectorization 
in its own right.

What do I mean by vectorial movement? Ottmar Ette (2005, 11) speaks 
of “vectorization” as the archive of collective history in discontinuous 
movements in space. Knowledge about this spatial dimension of col-
lective history is, as Ette sees it, stored in literature. Former movements 
become visible again in new trajectories, stories of exile repeating and cit-
ing themselves over and over again, for example, connecting time(s) and 
space(s). The concept aims at undermining traditional distinctions between 
national and world literature. It is mainly applied to what Ette (2005) calls 
“littérature sans domicile fixe,” and does not necessarily correlate with 
our example here in all aspects. Where Ette refers to Walter Benjamin’s  
Angelus Novus, the angel of history looking back at the wreckage of ages, 
our novel oscillates between the ever-present vision of the tombs and ruins 
opening the initial tale and a utopian vector. For that purpose, I would 
like to redefine vectorization. First, I will use it in accordance with Lot-
man’s cultural semiotics and the dynamics of interaction between center 
and periphery. Second, I do not believe that Paul and Virginia is an open 
archive of knowledge from which we can simply extract; in fact, the text is 
instead defined by its blind spots aiming to guarantee the utopian content 
of the narrative.

Paul and Virginia is thus in many ways what Fredric Jameson (1981, 
139) has called a “socially symbolic act.” Jameson bids farewell to a purely 
modal approach to literary genres, focusing on genre as an ideologeme, “a 
historically determinate conceptual or semic complex,” a “protonarrative, 
a private or collective narrative fantasy” (1981, 115). From his perspec-
tive, a genre is an “imaginary resolution of the objective contradictions to 
which it thus constitutes an active response” (118). When we put Paul and 
Virginia, with its concern with the circulation of money and its production 
of tears, back in their historical situation, we can decipher it as what Mary 
Louise Pratt has called “anti-conquest” (Pratt 2009, 26) or “planetary con-
sciousness” (29). Anti-conquest is not factual, political, or military colo-
nization, but the universalization of European standards in the name of 
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rational and moral values, mainly in the eighteenth century. It is the appro-
priation of the globe by the means of science and sentiment, and its traces 
are to be found mainly in travel narratives,9 in naturalists’ classifications 
of the unknown world, and the export of Western sensibility. Bernardin 
himself correlates the two when, in a 1789 note to Paul and Virginia, he 
writes: “He who senses the nature, translates it; and he who translates it, 
explains it.” (“Qui sent bien la nature la traduit, et qui la traduit l’expli-
que.” [Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 263]) Second-degree or anti-conquest 
is a strategy of representation whereby “European bourgeois subjects seek 
to secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert European 
hegemony” (Pratt 2009, 9). It establishes Western bourgeois travelers as 
seeing-men, the imperial eyes that can analyze, eroticize imperialism, or 
shed tears about it and thereby impose their own scientific, emotional, and 
moral standards on the world. Travel writing carries this message back 
home and creates both the bourgeois subjects of empire and their “plane-
tary consciousness”—the consciousness that the European bourgeois sub-
ject literally owns the globe.

Planetary consciousness might also explain the huge success of Paul 
and Virginia in France and the rest of Europe. Readers were fascinated 
by the real events behind it and wanted to verify them; the author on var-
ious occasions stressed their “reality” and declared that the sentiment of 
humanity (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 264) propagated by the novel 
(and a core value of planetary consciousness) is what Paul and Virginia 
really is about. His own 1773 travel narrative Voyage à l’Île de France 
(A Voyage to the Island of Mauritius), on the other hand, extends into 
the realm of science,10 describing and classifying not only the nature of 
Mauritius but also the different ethnic groups of “nègres”11 he encounters 
on the island. And yet, these letters and notes tell a history of corrup-
tion caused by the circulation of money. According to Bernardin, when 
the French East India Company settles its employees on the uninhabited 
land in 1715, they act like tyrannical aristocrats (Bernardin Saint-Pierre 
2004, 270), and the system of commerce they introduce leads every-
one coming to the Île de France to believe that life in the colonies offers 
their big chance to make a fortune (see Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 
271–72). Thus, the narration of anti-conquest condemns actual conquest, 
as  Bernardin condemns slavery. In his role of a sensitive seeing-man he 
even testifies against the exploitation and cruel treatment of slaves: “my 
eyes are tired from looking at them” (“mes yeux sont fatigués de les voir”  
[Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 286]). But critique of slavery is a double-edged 
sword: if we believe Mary Louise Pratt, the stance and sentiment of the 
enlightened seeing-man is inextricably linked to the ideology of bourgeois 
second-degree anti-conquest.12 When Bernardin blames his most likely 
readers—sensible women—for shedding tears about tragedies they read 
while forgetting that the clothes they wear and the chocolate they drink are 
tainted with the tears and blood of slaves,13 but simultaneously summons 
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his readers to shed tears about the destiny of a white creole dying partly 
for love and partly for money, we get an uneasy sense of how narrating the 
anti-conquest creates objective contradictions that demand a symbolic or 
imaginary resolution in Jameson’s sense.

The pastoral romance in Paul and Virginia is just such an imaginary res-
olution. Not only does the pastoral setting shun culture per se, feigning to 
be nothing but pure nature and natural sentiment, but its plot plays a part 
in it, too. The plot is based on two overlapping, circulating systems: on 
the one hand, the circulation of tears, first in the petite société, later on the 
whole island, between the first-person narrator and the old intra-diegetic 
narrator, and, last but not least, between author and reader, measuring the 
novel’s economic success: “Their innocence, their love, and their misery 
made them shed tears beyond the sees” (“Leur innocence, leurs amours 
et leurs malheurs ont fait verser des larmes au-delà des mers” [Bernardin 
Saint-Pierre 2004, 268]). And on the other hand, there is the circulation of 
money, goods, people as goods—slaves—and Virginie herself. As a result, 
the sentimental love story and the story of the global market place can-
not be separated. No surprise then that when Virginie’s promise of future 
wealth becomes public, when she is about to leave her beloved and sets the 
circulation of tears in motion, among the first to arrive at her home are mer-
chants who offer the finest Indian cloths and silk from China (see Bernardin 
Saint-Pierre 2004, 171).

What is at the heart of it all? One of the popular engravings of Paul and 
Virginia, conceptualized by Bernardin himself with great care and an eye 
for detail (see Cook 2007), shows us money and the slave (see Figure 5.2). 
When the governor of the Île de France, M. de la Bourdonnais, brings money 
into the house of the petite société, the paradise is corrupted.14 Sent by 
the French aunt, it will restart the economic cycle of “fortune” (Bernardin 
Saint-Pierre 2004, 264) and turn the pastoral into tragedy. The threatening 
presence of a controlling market at work in the text must hence be brought 
to symbolic closure. It will go two ways: by means of the representational 
strategy described above as planetary consciousness, and by bringing the 
circulation to an idealized standstill.

About the former: in a famous and lengthy scene, Paul and Virginie are 
shown helping an escaped slave. Paradoxically, they take her back to the 
master she fled from in order to ask for his mercy, instead of taking her in 
and ensuring her liberty:

She flung herself at Virginia’s feet, who was preparing the family 
breakfast, and cried, “My good young lady, have pity on a poor slave. 
…” and she showed her body marked by deep scars from the lashes 
she had received. …

Virginia answered with emotion, “… Unhappy woman! will you let 
me go and ask forgiveness for you of your master? Surely the sight of 
you will touch him with pity. …”



100 Karin Peters

Figure 5.2 Illustration by Baron François Gérard: “Arrivée de Mr de la 
Bourdonnais” (Bernardin de Saint-Pierre 1806, 82–83).

(Elle se jeta aux pieds de Virginie, qui préparait le déjeuner de 
la famille, et lui dit: “Ma jeune demoiselle, ayez pitié d’une pauvre 
esclave fugitive …”. En même temps, elle lui montra son corps sil-
lonné de cicatrices profondes, par les coups de fouet qu’elle en avait 
reçus. …

Virginie, tout émue, … lui dit: “Pauvre misérable ! j’ai envie d’aller 
demander votre grâce à votre maître ; en vous voyant il sera touché de 
pitié. …” [Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 126–27])

On the way home from the master’s farm, Paul and Virginie get lost in 
the woods before they are at last saved by their own slave Domingue and 
a group of fugitives who carry them back home. The episode in itself has 
a circular logic to it: Paul and Virginie literally come full circle in the 
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end and their act of pity has only caused the slave to be severely pun-
ished and beaten, the children have paradoxically given her back to the 
circle of human trade. Even so, the Black River episode artificially tries 
to duplicate the sentimental family model of the petite société. For it is 
in the name of pity that the slave addresses Virginie, and it is in view of 
another form of pity that Virginie returns her; in the end, it will be in the 
name of that pity that the group of fugitive slaves take the lost children 
back to their family: they offer a kind of reward for Virginie’s attempt to 
obtain the master’s pity or mercy. When we take a look at the genesis of 
the text, readers will be able to tell that Bernardin inserted the whole part 
about the “Maroon negroes” (“noirs marrons”), the fugitive slaves, only 
after the first sketch of the story. In the original version they are found by 
Domingue and Marie; the speech of the “chief of the band” (“chef de cette 
troupe”) is only added later.

[M]y God how difficult it is to do good; and only that which is evil is 
simple to do. As they were mounting the valley they heard cries from 
the top of the mountain: Paul, Virginie, where are you, my children? 
And thus they saw their mothers, Dominques, and Marie running 
toward them.

(Veyrenc 1975, 154–57)

“Oh, how difficult it is to do good!” … Paul and Virginia could no 
longer walk, their feet being violently swelled and inflamed. Domingo 
knew not whether it were best to leave them, and go in search of help, 
or remain and pass the night with them on that spot. … While he was 
in this perplexity, a troop of Maroon negroes appeared at the distance 
of twenty paces. The chief of the band, approaching Paul and Virginia, 
said to them, “Good little white people, do not be afraid. We saw you 
pass this morning, with a negro woman of the Black River. You went 
to ask pardon for her of her wicked master, and we, in return for this, 
will carry you home upon our shoulders.”

(Bernardin Saint-Pierre 1802, 46–47)

[M]on dieu quil est difficile de faire le bien il ny a que le mal de facile a 
faire. en montant le revers de ce vallon ils entendirent crier du haut de 
la montagne paul. virginie !. ou etes vous mes enfans et ils virent leurs 
meres. domingues et marie qui accouroient au devant deux.

(Veyrenc 1975, 154–57)

“Oh qu’il est difficile de faire le bien !” … Paul et Virginie ne pouvaient 
plus marcher ; leurs pieds étaient enflés et tout rouges. Domingue ne 
savait s’il devait aller bien loin de là leur chercher du secours, ou passer 
dans ce lieu la nuit avec eux. … Comme il était dans cette perplexité 
une troupe de noirs marrons se fit voir à vingt pas de là. Le chef de cette 
troupe, s’approchant de Paul et de Virginie, leur dit: “Bon petits blancs, 
n’ayez pas peur ; nous vous avons vus passer ce matin avec une négresse 
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to an end. The narration makes Virginie a martyr and reunites the virtuous 
petite société in heaven.15 Thus, it eternalizes the mythic element of sentiment 
played out by its members and at the same time proves that the novel has liter-
ally come to a dead end, an ideological deadlock that can only be compensated 
by the sublimation of Virginie’s destiny as the story of a divine savior.16 The 
imaginary resolution of Virginie’s death both recreates the immobile Arcadian 
space on the island and casts long shadows of death and ruin (see Figure 5.4).

de la Rivière-noire ; vous alliez demander sa grâce à son mauvais maître 
: en reconnaissance nous vous reporterons chez vous sur nos épaules.”

(Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 135)

His speech mirrors Virginie’s speech at the beginning of the journey in a 
mythic reciprocity—according to Pratt (2009, 82), capitalism’s “ideology 
of itself.” However, sentimental unity does not succeed in glossing over the 
fact that in the Black River episode the circle of tears and pity runs parallel 
to the circle of trade.

Hence, a final symbol of imaginary resolution is needed and found in 
 Virginie’s death. The tableau of her death scene and her dead body present us 
with a solemn vision of stasis (see Figure 5.3), bringing the logic of circulation 

Figure 5.3 Illustration by Pierre-Paul Prud’hon: “Naufrage de Virginie” (Bernardin 
de Saint-Pierre 1806, 160–161).
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Figure 5.4 Illustration by Eugène Isabey: “Les tombeaux” (Bernardin de 
Saint-Pierre 1806, 192–93).

In 1806, Bernardin prepared a deluxe edition of Paul and Virginia, includ-
ing an eighty-page long preamble (“Préambule”) and several engravings, 
referred to above. In the additional and lengthy text, which most editors 
and commentators have only frowned upon, Bernardin tells the story of 
his own destiny in the global marketplace. Partly autobiographical, partly 
scientific—including his audacious theory about the globe and the working 
of the tides—partly economic—listing the expenses and earnings of Paul and 
Virginia—the preamble makes him a second Virginie, drowned in debt and 
deceived by many, until he finally restores his idyllic home (see Steigerwald 
2001, 75) in the country with the help of a generous benefactor: Napoleon.

I could have given other reasons to justify my natural and acquired 
right to reflect on the cause for the tide; however, a drowned man 
cannot speak anymore. I was indeed drowning, as contracts were few 
and far between. Artist who I had to pay in cash were working fast; I 
was lacking funds and was about to resort to my last resources, when 
a branch sent by God saved me from shipwreck.



(J’aurais pu lui alléguer d’autres raisons pour justifier mon droit 
naturel et acquis de raisonner sur la cause des marées ; mais un homme 
submergé ne peut plus parler. Je me noyais en effet, les souscriptions 
me venaient de loin à loin et en très petit nombre. Des artistes, qu’il 
fallait payer comptant, travaillaient avec activité : j’allais manquer 
de fonds et engager mes dernières ressources, lorsque après Dieu une 
branche me sauva du naufrage. [Bernardin Saint-Pierre 2004, 42])

Read against the logic of circulation in the novel itself, the “Préambule” 
develops almost uncanny qualities: it superposes the figure of the drowned 
Virginie and the author, reflecting the author’s own impossible escape from 
the marketplace and the circulation of his most famous novel.17 Bernardin 
obviously saw certain parallels among his authorship, the global scale of his 
narrative, and the market circulation of his novel. On these grounds it might 
not surprise us that the first picture in the 1806 edition is a portrait of the 
author himself—and the globe (see Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5 Illustration by Louis Lafitte: Portrait-frontispiece of Bernardin de 
Saint-Pierre (Bernardin de Saint-Pierre 1806, n. pag.).
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In his 1949 novel El reino de este mundo (The Kingdom of This World), 
Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier shows his character Pauline Bonaparte in 
Haiti, playing Virginie with her black slave Solimán, against the backdrop of 
the island’s slaves’ insurrection at the end of the eighteenth century. One hun-
dred fifty years after the events and after Bernardin, Carpentier thus parodies 
the mythic unity of black slave and white woman by making it the Europe-
an’s frivolous game in the face of violence and horror; planetary conscious-
ness shows its ugly face, and pastoral becomes satire. When Solimán the slave 
later enters the logic of market circulation and travels to Rome, he himself 
dies from cultural displacement infected by the death of European culture.18 
The irony behind this rewriting lies in the fact that Carpentier—like Bernar-
din—must soon have become well aware of his own place in the global book 
market, as Latin-American “Boom” literature and magical realism in partic-
ular owe their success mainly to readers in the so-called old world.

By following the traces of a genre that once used to represent the idyllic 
mode of European sentimentalism par excellence, Arcadia overseas allows 
us to put both ideological exports such as the concept of Western subjec-
tivity and the way in which literature becomes an element of market circu-
lation back into their historical frameworks. History is, as Jameson would 
have it, always the absent cause of generic transformation. It opens new 
or shuts down old possibilities. Genres hence transform when the genre’s 
ideological message must be reappropriated in a different cultural context 
(see Jameson 1981, 140–41), for example, globalization. Circulation on a 
global scale is the discontent of civilization Bernardin plays out in Paul and  
Virginia, revealing the blind spot of a culture based on planetary conscious-
ness. By universalizing bourgeois virtue and sentiment, by creating its ide-
alized symbol in the pastoral love plot and finally, by Virginie’s Christ-like 
death, the novel works against this discontent.

In the process, the pastoral genre is redefined by its contact with otherness, 
for example, by tropical nature and Creole life, but also by the less idyllic 
aspects of the tropics, such as slavery. The “Préambule,” on the other hand, 
gives us a clearer picture and translates the workings of the pastoral novel 
back into its culture of origin. By communicating thus, the two texts open a 
vectorial space between Arcadia overseas and the European continent, defined 
by movements performed by all: the protagonists, the author, and the genre. 
Reintroduced as exotic bourgeois pastoral in the European market, Arcadia 
overseas becomes part of a new norm called  sentimentalism—a bestseller—
and at the same time leaves a trace of one of globalization’s first and most infa-
mous circulations of capital, the slave trade. Even in texts flirting with timeless 
Arcadia, history remains the absent cause of genre and genre transformation.

Notes

 1. For pastoral as “mode” instead of “genre,” see Steigerwald 2001, 72.
 2. Anne Vincent-Buffault describes the topos of a community based on tears as the 

“Rousseau effect” (Vincent-Buffault 1991, 12) in eighteenth-century literature. 
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The “family of tears” defines bourgeois values—“a micro-anthropology of the 
mythical family” (23)—at the level of plot and character, confirming them at an 
extratextual level through the liquid bond between the author and the public. 
The exchange of tears can carry connotations of an “economic analogy: one 
gives tears, one owes tears to another or even one pays one’s tribute of tears, one 
buys with tears” (17).

 3. For this dichotomy between destructive (human) nature and moral virtue, result-
ing in a conflict between “the good children of nature” and a “nature … in panic,” 
see Jean-Michel Racault’s (1986, 395) classic interpretation of Paul and Virginia.

 4. According to Vladimir Kapor, one of the main strategies in the description of 
idyllic space overseas is the “domesticated exotic, misleadingly guiding the 
reader towards images of familiar objects and concepts” (Kapor 2008, 222). In 
the case of Paul and Virginia, however, Arcadian conventions are de-familiarized 
and Bernardin thereby “minimize[s] the distortions and misinterpretations 
which the European imperial gaze entails” (226) in order to create an authen-
tic topography of Mauritian nature. Distortions remain only where Bernardin 
needs exotic nature as an aesthetic frame for depicting the idealized beauty of 
moral virtue.

 5. Charara (2008–2009, 295) calls Bernardin’s novel “pathetic pastoral” (“pas-
torale pathétique”) and “religious pastoral” (“pastorale religieuse”), creating a 
hybrid genre between pastoral, sentimental novel, and elegy.

 6. Jean Fabre (1980, 250) maintains that Bernardin’s text is a “novel” (“roman”) 
because the novel offers more formal possibilities due to its generic hybridity. 
Moreover, because of Virginie’s death, Fabre (1980, 230) calls Paul and Virginia 
a “pastoral wedded to tragedy” (“pastorale promise à la tragédie”).

 7. To my view, the novel must be considered less “foundational” than Françoise 
Lionnet (2012, 451) claims, referring to Doris Sommer’s analysis of “sentimen-
tal foundational fictions” and the long literary tradition connected to Paul and  
Virginia. In fact, by the influence of the ever-destructive circle of money and 
against the solemn, religious backdrop of Virginie’s “sacrifice,” all foundations of 
culture, family, and love in the novel seem necessarily ruined and thus dysphoric.

 8. Wolfgang Iser (1993, 22–86) sees in this feature of the genre the ecstatic fiction-
ality displayed by the pastoral mode.

 9. A prominent French example between the “impression of objectivity validated 
by the plurality of perspectives, that is, an impression of the scientific approach 
to things” and “the attempt … to master, to conquer by way of exploration and 
science” (Rieger 1999, 350–51) is Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s 1771 text 
Voyage autour du monde (A Voyage Around the World).

 10. Bernardin was not only appointed head engineer on Mauritius but was also a 
member of one of its social circles, formed of physiocrats and colonial admin-
istrators (see Kapor 2008, 219). For Bernardin’s preference of sentiment over 
science, see Cuillé 2012, 153.

 11. “French philosophes turned to a notion of universal human species that func-
tioned as a double-edged sword: as a tool of critique … but also as an increas-
ingly biologized understanding of social questions.” (Lee 2010, 107).

 12. From this perspective, the glossing over social realities caused by slavery that 
can be found in Paul and Virginia and its later editions in particular appears 
less surprising; see Prasad (2007, 2) for the “Enlightenment abolitionist 
doublespeak.”
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 13. “Ces belles couleurs de rose et de feu dont s’habillent nos dames, le coton dont 
elles ouatent leurs jupes, le sucre, le café, le chocolat de leur déjeuner, le rouge 
dont elles relèvent leur blancheur, la main des malheureux Noirs a préparé tout 
cela pour elles. Femmes sensibles, vous pleurez aux tragédies, et ce qui sert à 
vos plaisirs est mouillé des pleurs et teint du sang des hommes!” (Bernardin 
Saint-Pierre 2004, 289).

 14. Catherine Labio (2004, 687–91) describes the imagery of the engravings as an 
attempt to “gloss over slavery” and to create the iconic “mythical noble savages.”

 15. Malcolm Cook argues that the novel and Virginie’s death can only be read along 
the lines of a religious interpretation: “It may seem paradoxical to many readers 
but this is the only conclusion that can satisfactorily explain the death of one of 
the most innocent and virtuous heroines in French literature. … In the finality 
of death supreme beauty is to be discovered.” (Cook 1991, 216) I would like to 
challenge this statement, as the creation of supreme beauty in the novel’s final 
tableau is also its pivotal moment of symbolic closure, not only the “glorifica-
tion of divine purpose” (209).

 16. Again, the text is haunted by the Blackwater episode: the death of Virginie mir-
rors the fatal return of the black woman before her, as shown by David Sigler 
(2012, 589).

 17. The first separate edition of Paul and Virginia was in fact a counterfeit, pirated 
edition (see Cook 2008, 91). On the other hand, the luxury edition of 1806 
was a project diligently managed by Bernardin—“the businessman” (Cook 2007, 
988)—and aimed at economic success, although never realized.

 18. See Diana Grullón (2010) for the novel’s workings of cultural translation, and 
John Waldron (2013, 29–58) for the ghosts of the Haitian Revolution displayed 
by Carpentier, staring back at the Global North.
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6 The World as Network and Tableau
Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty 
Days

Jörg Dünne

Genre and Globalization

In his “critique of world literature,” Mariano Siskind (2010) opposes the 
“globalization of the novel,” or the world-wide expansion of the genre of 
the novel as part of the Western colonial enterprise, to what he calls the 
“novelization of the global,” that is, to the way novels produce images of 
the globalized world. In this contribution, I will take up Siskind’s interest in 
novelizing the global in order to raise a somewhat more restricted question; 
my interest is in the novelization not so much of the global but of the globe 
in the spatial sense. To this end, I will focus on the novelistic plot based on 
traveling around the world. This movement does not necessarily have to be 
circular, even though circumnavigation is the emblem of the novelized globe 
in this sense.

I want to raise the following question: Why does the modern novel seem 
more appropriate than any other genre to give accounts of globalization? 
To answer this question, one could refer to the Bakhtinian notion of the 
novel as the protean genre embracing, in its flexible openness, not only dif-
ferent geographies but also cultural diversity (see Bakhtin 1981a). But such 
a conception of the global as all-embracing1 may be all too abstract and 
should be met with skepticism. Instead, the notion of the chronotope, also 
developed by Mikhail Bakhtin, might make it possible to raise the question 
of novelizing the globe in a productive way.

The notion of the chronotope, despite its often deplored vagueness, does 
contribute to the fusion of “spatial and temporal indicators … into one 
carefully thought-out, concrete whole,” as Bakhtin puts it (1981b, 84) in 
his introductory remarks to his literary history from the perspective of the 
chronotope. Literary equivalents of such historical forms of space-time are, 
according to Bakhtin, genres. On his view, the category of genre is to liter-
ature more or less what space and time as Kantian forms of perception are 
to sensual perception; it is, to add a comparison with Michel Foucault, what 
the Foucauldian historical a priori and its constitution of an episteme are to 
any possible knowledge at a given moment.2 Genres are hence, for Bakhtin, 
the way the historicity of the experience of space-time appears in literature. 
And the key genre in this respect is of course the novel, the above-mentioned 
protean genre that is capable of embracing and refracting all other genres.
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What might this mean in relation to the global or, more precisely, the 
globe? Is there, for example, something like a modern or contemporary genre 
determined by a chronotope that corresponds to the global? And would this 
chronotope then be the globe itself? Bakhtin’s descriptions of chronotopes 
seem to be the more useful the more they single out concrete spatio-temporal 
figures characteristic of individual genres: the road for the picaresque novel, 
the castle for the Gothic novel, the salon for the first generation of French 
realism, the province town for the second generation, and so on. So, even 
though these chronotopes can be described as abstract, topological struc-
tures, most of them also contain a concrete, topographical dimension. This 
may not yet be true, for example, of the Hellenistic romance’s chronotope 
of adventure, which, for Bakhtin, is rather devoid of topographical concrete-
ness; but at least since early modernity, chronotopes, as studied by Bakhtin, 
imply a certain degree of topographical concreteness, which means that they 
can be experienced as places and not just as abstract forms of spatial order. 
But how can globalization be experienced by means of a literary genre; how 
can the global become localized in this specific sense?

If there was a chronotope of the global, for Bakthin, it could be neither 
the globe as a geographical totality nor the world as a meaningful whole 
embracing everything and leaving no possible outside (see Braun 1993). 
In order to appear as a chronotope, it would have to be a particular and 
historically contingent spatio-temporal form opening up the perspective on 
certain types of spatio-temporal relations. Seen in this light, the novelistic 
chronotope of the global would have to adopt the technique of rarefaction 
and use it on the perception of the world as a whole, especially if the globe is 
seen from the European perspective, as is the case with many paradigmatic 
novelistic currents (including, for example, with Jules Verne’s novels, which 
I will focus on below). Chronotopes are thus by no means neutral; rather, 
they imply specific cultural practices, knowledge, and power relations.

The following reflections take as their starting point Verne’s novel Le 
tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours (Around the World in Eighty Days), 
a well-known example of nineteenth-century French travel literature. Read-
ing this novel, I will try to show what kind of chronotope might be at stake 
when a novel goes global in a particular way. In a second step, I will com-
pare Verne’s novel with his play using the same story in order to see whether 
the globe is refracted differently there. I will argue that the novel as a travel 
narrative is based on a certain conception of connectivity, which has its 
special chronotopes linked to means of transport, while the play presents 
a much stronger affinity to static, spectacular scenes, discontinuities that 
interrupt the connectivity determining the novel.3

Connectivity: Around the World in Eighty Days, the Novel

In the nineteenth century, globalization is strongly characterized by what 
in German is at the time called Weltverkehr, “world traffic.”4 The term 



designates networks of the transportation of people, goods, and communi-
cation that shape both the perception and the cultural techniques involved 
in the interaction between the different places on the globe. The infrastruc-
tures of Weltverkehr become visible in nineteenth-century maps that include 
telegraph and steamer lines, such as Hermann Berghaus’ Chart of the World 
in Mercator’s Projection (see Figure 6.1).

In Verne’s novels, this network structure is most obvious in Around the 
World in Eighty Days, which was first published in 1872–1873. As Michel 
Serres noticed (1968, 207–13), most of Verne’s texts are shaped not only by 
geographical and encyclopedic travel but also by a third form of traveling, 
the one underlying ancient myths such as the Odyssey or the Telemachy. 
Most of these myths constitute some kind of narrative deep structure gov-
erned by verticality, and this vertical space is still crucial, for example, for 
the narrative of Verne’s Voyage au centre de la Terre (Journey to the Center 
of the Earth) or Vingt mille lieues sous les mers (Twenty Thousand Leagues 
under the Sea). By contrast, Around the World in Eighty Days is almost 
a novel of pure horizontality completely devoid of the mythological deep 
structure. If there is any mythology in this novel, it concerns the myth of 
modern means of transportation themselves.

Traveling in Around the World in Eighty Days is reduced almost exclusively 
to what network theory conceptualizes as connectivity, the frictionless move-
ment between two nodes of a network (see Böhme 2004). In Verne’s case, the 
most important instrument of connectivity is the guidebook used by Phileas 
Fogg, the protagonist of the novel, namely George Bradshaw’s Continental 
Railway, Steam Transit, and General Guide (see Bradshaw 1878–1879). The 
calculation of time needed to travel the world according to Bradshaw’s time-
tables is the very condition of possibility for the bet that opens the novel, and 
the reliability of these timetables is at least one of the conditions of possibility 
for Fogg’s victory in the bet. Among the many interesting features of Verne’s 
use of Bradshaw’s Guide, which have been studied in detail by Markus  
Krajewski (2013), I would like to emphasize only two points.

First, even though Bradshaw’s Guide contains some practical advice for 
tourists, it is not a tourist guide in the classical sense. If we read it literally 
as Verne does, the Guide incites us to travel just the way Phileas Fogg trav-
els around the globe, namely by looking for the fastest possible connection 
from one place to another and traveling “by preterition” in the geograph-
ical as well as the rhetorical sense of the word (numerous are the chapters 
in which the narrator mentions what Fogg does not notice, what he is not 
interested in, etc.: see Lestringant 2013).

Second, at least in its international version, which is not just a railway 
timetable but also a guide for steamships, Bradshaw’s Guide is a tool for 
establishing connectivity that tends to level out the differences between trav-
eling by land and traveling by sea. For whatever surrounds the means of 
transport (that is, the majority of all phenomena that might be understood 
as the global world in an all-embracing sense) tends to be but an indifferent 
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Figure 6.1 Detail (North Atlantic) from Hermann Berghaus’ Chart of the World on Mercator’s Projection, published in 1871–1872 in 
Gotha by Perthes.
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exteriority of the network (see Schüttpelz 2010) and of its logic of pure 
connectivity. This second point is especially important in regard to the chro-
notopes of the global in Verne’s novel.

Reducing traveling to connectivity is not just the opposite of traveling for 
touristic curiosity (even if Passepartout, Phileas Fogg’s servant, is a curious 
person in thrall to his senses: see Lestringant 2013); it is also at odds with 
traveling for the sake of adventure. According to Bakhtin (1981b, 87ff.), the 
chronotope of adventure is typical for one of the ancestors of the modern 
novel, Hellenistic romance; according to Bakhtin, the action of traveling 
itself is of almost no importance in this chronotope of adventure, as connec-
tions between the places of adventures are ultimately interchangeable; what 
counts are only the time and place of the next adventure.

By contrast, Verne’s way of traveling in Around the World in Eighty days 
leaves, at least in its novelistic version, little place (and time) for adventure. 
Adventures in the traditional sense occur only when Phileas Fogg is ahead of 
time, like, for example, in India, where he saves his future wife, Miss Aouda, 
from suttee, that is, from being burnt as a Hindu widow on the funeral pyre 
of her dead husband (for Verne’s suttee, see Brüske 2013). While traditional 
adventures are marginal in Verne’s novel, they become part of the struggle 
to establish or maintain the connectivity within the transportation network. 
Phileas Fogg’s main enemy is (chronological) time. This enemy is embodied 
in detective Fix, who, as his name alludes, is an agent of deceleration of 
movement or even standstill; on the other hand, Fogg’s servant, Passepartout, 
is the main accelerator of the movement. Between Fix and Passepartout,  
Phileas Fogg functions as a clockwork aiming at absolute punctuality.

Fogg personifies an ideal of connectivity, smooth and regular movement 
along a connecting line of a network, with nodes in the network enabling 
human actors to change means of transport as required. Thus, Fogg and the 
other actors tend to become pawns in a game that allows them to move only 
according to its rules.5

Some of the most interesting adventures in Around the World in Eighty 
Days take place precisely when connectivity, as “scripted”6 by Bradshaw’s 
timetables and graphs, is disturbed or interrupted and when railway or 
steamer transit has to be replaced by some other means of transport such as 
the elephant in India, the sailing boat in East Asia, or the ice sailing sled in 
the United States of America. These disturbances are surrounded by adven-
tures of all sorts, such as the above-mentioned suttee in India, a typhoon in 
the East China Sea, or the attack of Native Americans in the American Far 
West. It seems as if the environment of interrupted connectivity itself created 
adventure situations, not the other way around.

The example of the sled in Chapter 31 is particularly interesting inso-
far as it transforms the “striated” space of the American Mid-West into a 
“smooth,” sea-like surface.7 Cutting across the land along a straight line at 
forty knots per hour, the sled ensures connectivity even better than the train 
that has to follow the curves of the Platte River. What the novel describes 
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here is a moment of ecstatic hyper-connectivity where even the rigging of the 
sled produces harmonious sounds:

But the wind did not fall—on the contrary. It blew hard enough to 
bend the mast, held solidly in place by the iron rigging. These metal 
ropes vibrated like a stringed instrument, as if a bow had been run 
across them. The sled flew on in the midst of a plaintive harmony of 
remarkable intensity.

“These strings are producing the fifth and the octave”, Mr Fogg 
declared.

(Verne 1999, 174)

Phileas Fogg does not mention these strings by coincidence. As I stressed 
elsewhere (Dünne 2013), the fifth and the octave are the intervals that are 
the perfect expression of the harmony of the spheres in the macrocosmic 
order. So, at this moment hyper-connectivity seems to be not just a technical 
achievement but part of a higher design, participating in the modern myth 
of providential movement in the form of orbiting around the surface of the 
globe determined by cosmic forces.

But what does this mean in regard to the initial question of chronotopes 
of the global, if we apply it to a concrete situation of an anthropomorphic 
actor? In the conditions of connectivity binding together everything from 
human beings to goods and electric signals, is there still a particular, chro-
notopic place to be found in the world (or on the globe) for Phileas Fogg 
and his fellow travelers?

In this context, it might be interesting to introduce a recent reading of 
Around the World in Eighty Days. In his book on travels in and around 
one’s room, a genre inaugurated by Xavier de Maistre’s Voyage autour de 
ma chambre (Voyage Around My Room) in 1794, Bernd Stiegler (2010) 
dedicates an entire chapter to Around the World in Eighty Days. Inter-
estingly enough, Stiegler does not see Verne’s Phileas Fogg as a simple 
counter-example to de Maistre’s protagonist, who, confined to house arrest, 
undertakes a grand tour of his own room over several days; instead, for 
Stiegler, Fogg is a protagonist who, while traveling around the world, tries to 
stay close to home as much as possible, specifically the saloon of the Reform 
Club in London, where he is a member. Fogg doesn’t travel in order to see 
the world like his servant Passepartout; he travels just to spend as much time 
as possible in moving interiors such as the saloons or the cabins of a steamer, 
or the different types of railway carriages:

Throughout the whole length of this train, gangways connected the car-
riages, and the passengers could thus move from one end to the other, 
gaining access on the way to saloon carriages, observation carriages, 
restaurant carriages, and bar carriages. The only thing missing was the-
atre carriages. But one day they will have them.

(Verne 1999, 141)



The World as Network and Tableau 119

So, to my view, the chronotope of the novelized globe in Around the World in 
Eighty Days, and maybe in nineteenth-century travel literature in general, is the 
mobile interior—the space Wolfram Nitsch (2012) calls “mobile mediatope.” 
In Verne’s other novels, too, some of the most famous travelers travel almost 
without ever leaving their mobile interiors; here, one needs to think only of 
captain Nemo and his Nautilus in Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea.

In La maison à vapeur (The Steam House), a later novel in which Verne 
re-writes the Indian episode of Around the World in Eighty Days, the elephant 
that at first is a supplement for the train later becomes the starting point of 
a new form of mobile mediatope combining mobility with the comforts of 
home. This home is not only similar to one’s own saloon, sleeping room, or 
kitchen, but it really becomes a home on wheels for the travelers, a group of 
dominantly white male Europeans typical of Verne’s novels (see Figure 6.2). 
Verne is indeed the literary precursor of the mobile mediatope that would 
become extremely popular in the twentieth century: the mobile home. Con-
ceived as a mixture of railway technology and animal locomotion, the mobile 
home would be taken up by another writer and inventor at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, Raymond Roussel. Roussel not only imagines a novel 
based on mobile mediatopes such as Verne’s steam house; he commissions a 
real engineer to build an automobile called Villa nomade (“nomad villa”) or 
roulotte automobile (“automobile wagon”) (see Figure 6.3). This mobile home 
allows Roussel, for example, to travel from Paris to Rome in 1925 without 
ever having to leave his own home, as a journal article describes it at the time.8

Figure 6.2 The interior of “Steam House” from Verne’s La maison à vapeur (Verne 
1906, 90).



Figure 6.3 Raymond Roussel’s “Villa nomade.” From an advertising poster by Georges Régis, reproduced in Duboy 2000, 76.
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In sum, the chronotope of the global in Verne’s novel seems to be pre-
cisely this mixture of global mobility and staying within one’s own four 
walls. Verne’s protagonists accommodate modern connectivity to the bour-
geois way of life of European gentlemen in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. Verne’s novels go global without really leaving the familiar environ-
ment of their own home.

Spectacularity: Around the World in Eighty Days, the Play

Verne was not only an author of novels but also a successful playwright for 
the French theater, more precisely, for the extremely popular boulevard the-
ater and its pièces à grand spectacle, spectacular machine plays.

In fact, Around the World in Eighty Days was at first conceived as a play, 
not a novel (see Dehs 2013). What Verne had in mind at first was a play 
he wrote together with stage writer Edouard Cadol. But then, the novel 
was published, while the stage version, which was left unfinished by the 
quarreling writing team, was refused by the Châtelet theater in Paris. While 
Cadol was reworking his version of the play, Verne started collaborating 
with another, far more successful stage writer, namely Adolphe d’Ennery. 
Their new version of the play was first staged in 1874 at the Théâtre de la 
Porte Saint-Martin, with over 400 performances before the stage moved to 
the Châtelet theater where it was performed until 1940. The play became 
Verne’s greatest success in theater. In his correspondence, Verne mentions 
that during the difficult genesis of his work, he learned a great deal about 
the differences between novels and plays, between telling and showing. It 
hence seems interesting to compare the two versions of Around the World 
in Eighty Days also with regard to the differences between novelizing and 
staging the globe. What becomes of the novel’s principle of connectivity, 
what of the adventure structure, and what of the mobile mediatopes, when 
they are transferred to the stage?

Like the French popular theater of the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury in general, Verne’s theater is strongly influenced by melodrama when 
it comes to plot structure and even staging; the crucial notion here is tab-
leau, which Denis Diderot introduced into drama theory as an expression 
of bourgeois sentiment (see Graczyk 2004). After the French revolution, the 
tableau structure became even more common in boulevard plays. Tableaus 
were now invading all popular genres, from historical drama to the féerie, 
a particularly popular genre in nineteenth-century France, where spectacu-
lar attractions are brought to the stage with the help of sophisticated stage 
machinery (see Martin 2007). Verne was an expert at what Anne-Simone 
Dufief (2005) calls “scientific féerie.”

I mention these plays because in some of Verne’s novels there is a strong 
tendency toward spectacular, theater-like “showing.” However, only few 
scenes of this kind can be found in the novel Around the World in Eighty 
Days, due to Fogg’s refusal to see the world outside his mobile interiors—a 



122 Jörg Dünne

perspective that, despite Passepartout’s curiosity, contaminates to a certain 
extent even the perspective of the narrative instance. All the more striking is 
the contrast between the novelistic and the theatrical version of Around the 
World in Eighty Days. While the novelization of Verne’s globe amounts to 
forsaking curiosity and adventure for frictionless connectivity, the opposite 
is true of the play, in which the travel is broken to pieces and captured in 
static tableaus. What counts in the play is not so much the movement from 
one node of connective networks to another, but rather interruptions of this 
movement as the tableau structure sets a stable ground for static adventures. 
Most of the tableaus of the play are land- and not sea-based, and there is 
one tableau for each continent or region.

The differences between the novel and the play are most significant 
in regard to Southeast Asia (see tableau 6 in Verne and d’Ennery 1881). 
While in the novel the sailing ship Tankadère faces a typhoon in order 
to ensure the travelers’ connectivity, the travelers in the play are caught 
in a cave of snakes as an instance of tableau-like stage pictorialism,9 a 
dangerous situation that can be resolved only by exotic clichés—snake 
charming, music, and dance—that are typical of pieces à grand spectacle 
in nineteenth-century Paris but which are completely opposed to Phileas 
Fogg’s spirit of mobility.10

If means of transport appear on stage in the theatrical rendition of Around 
the World in Eighty Days, they are usually observed from the perspective of 
the seated observer, not from the inside of the mobile mediatope itself (see 
tableau 9 in Verne and d’Ennery 1881). Thus, adventures in the traditional 
sense—that is, adventures between the moments of traveling, rather than 
adventures of movement itself—are the main attractions in the play; the 
tableaus are opposed to continuous movement.

There is one exception, though, and it concerns the last part of the jour-
ney from the United States back to Great Britain. After missing their last 
regular ship for Europe, Fogg embarks on the private steamer Henrietta and 
kidnaps the captain who refuses to take him to Liverpool. In the novel, all 
the wooden parts of the Henrietta are demolished and burnt in a “frenzy 
of demolition” (Verne 1999, 186) in order to produce energy. Thermody-
namic machines thus become the ultimate driving force of connectivity (see 
Doetsch 2013). In the novel, mobile interiors are ultimately at the service of 
connectivity and thermodynamics, even if thereby all the comfort English 
gentlemen expect is destroyed as all the wooden parts, from the deckhouse 
to the cabins, disappear. The needs of naked connectivity end up destroying 
the interiors of the last mobile mediatope the travelers use before returning 
to their home country.

The play chooses a completely different option. No less than three tab-
leaus, which make up an entire act, are dedicated to the Henrietta (see tab-
leaus 11–13 in Verne and d’Ennery 1881). In terms of spectacularity, the 
Henrietta adventures are the climax of the tableau structure of the play, 
and this climax is related to the central display of the Henrietta’s steam 



engine—a situation by which the machine-like dispositive of spectacular 
theatricality is exposed as such. But the key point lies in what happens to the 
machine in the play: on stage, the steam engine of the Henrietta is no longer 
the subservient machine guaranteeing connectivity (even if, like in the novel, 
that demands sacrificing the furniture and everything else that burns). In the 
play, the machine is a means of spectacular disruption, of catastrophe as the 
flip side of acceleration by technical means: the machine on stage is bound 
to explode. This disruption is already announced before the accident itself 
by Passepartout’s strange dream in which his gaslight sets all of London on 
fire (Verne and d’Ennery 1881, 104). Shortly after this dream, the steam 
engine explodes as the sailors exert too much pressure on the engine’s boiler. 
The result is a “horrible explosion” (Verne and d’Ennery 1881, 124), which 
is shown on stage, followed by the sinking of the Henrietta (see Figure 6.4).

Figure 6.4 The steamer Henrietta sinking. From the theatrical version of Around 
the World in Eighty Days (Verne and d’Ennery 1881, 120).

The steam engine is conceived as the central attraction of the whole 
stage, placed more prominently than any of the actors. The spectacle of 
the apparent explosion of the steam engine due to extreme over-pressure 
must have been the climax of the whole evening at the Porte St. Martin or 
at the Châtelet theater. But beside this effect of live performance, why is it 
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precisely on stage that the accident comes to the fore, and what does this 
mean for novelizing or, as in this case, staging the globe? What is spectacular 
about traveling around the globe is not the proper use of energy in the ser-
vice of connectivity, as in the novel, but the explosive waste of energy; not 
the continuous movement, but precisely its interruption, which brings the 
machine-like movement of thermodynamics to a standstill.

As Paul Virilio has shown (2007), accident is always part and parcel of 
acceleration by mechanical movement. The necessary accidental interrup-
tion of any continuous movement also seems to play a role in the chronotope 
that stages the world in a spectacular manner, rather than novelizing it. For 
the accident, at least in Verne, is the event that violently opens up the chro-
notope of the mobile mediatope with its splendid isolation of European gen-
tlemen in their moving salons. The spectacular accident is probably no less 
Eurocentric than the utopian worldwide grid of smooth connectivity, but at 
least it makes visible the reverse side of the novelistic urge for connectivity.

* * *

As mentioned above, in Chapter 26, the novelistic version of Around the 
World in Eighty Days alludes to a possible future of railway travel that 
includes trains with theater carriages. According to this fantasy of the nar-
rator, who is in admiration of the American railway, even a stage would be 
integrated into what I called here the chronotope of the global in Verne’s 
novels; such a stage would hence be a mobile interior comprised as a hybrid 
of the bourgeois salon and thermodynamic movement across the entire sur-
face of the globe. However, the stage, at least in the images of the global 
it produces in the theatrical version of Around the World in Eighty Days, 
seems to question the narrative of frictionless movement and connectivity 
as presented by the novel, as it clings on to the spectacular principle of dis-
rupting movement in the name of spectacular tableaus.

Continuous movement is something that seems to threaten the principles 
of staging adventures. Perhaps Verne’s narrator should have waited a few 
more years to find a new destination for the theater carriage he imagined. 
Maybe the perfect media dispositive for theater carriages is not the theatri-
cal stage but the movie theater. The early cinema, as we know from Méliès 
and others, continued to disrupt movement in a tableau-like manner (see 
Gunning, 1990). Yet film did not take long to discover the singular capacity 
of moving images to present movement—the capacity to associate filmic 
continuity and global connectivity.

Notes

 1. For the globe as a “master trope” of completeness, see Moser 2014.
 2. For a reading of Bakhtin with Foucault, see, for example, Frank and Mahlke 

2008, 210.
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 3. These reflections draw upon the collection edited by the Passepartout group, which 
included Kirsten Kramer, Steffen Bogen, any myself (see Passepartout 2013).

 4. In 1886, Michael Geistbeck even published a book titled Weltverkehr (Geist-
beck 1986; see also Krajewski 2006, 23–63).

 5. Around the World in Eighty Days inspired several board games. The one devel-
oped by Steffen Bogen is, to my knowledge, the first to use the different ways the 
novel’s protagonists behave with respect to space-time, namely acceleration for 
Passepartout, deceleration for Fix, and absolute punctuality for Fogg (see Bogen 
2013).

 6. For spatial scripts in travel literature, see Dünne 2014.
 7. For the categories of the smooth and the striated, see Deleuze and Guattari 

1988, 474–500.
 8. The article, “La villa nomade,” appeared in L’Illustration on 27 February 1924 

(see Duboy 2000, 75; see also Dünne 2015).
 9. For stage pictorialism, see Brewster and Jacobs 1997.
 10. It must be noticed, though, that Fogg is not on stage in this tableau—while 

women are under the spell of snakes, he is looking for a ship that the travelers 
could use to continue their circumnavigation.
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7 Orientalist Poetics, Autobiographical 
Fiction, and History-Defying Words
Sarkiz Torossian Inscribing Himself into 
World War I

Christoph K. Neumann

Sarkis Torossian is an Armenian from the Central Anatolian town of Everek 
(today’s Develi), born to parents of modest means in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century.1 Sent to attend school at the Thracian city of Edirne 
(Adrianople), he befriends Muharrem, the son of a high-ranking Ottoman 
military officer of Arab background, a pasha, at the time Brigadier Gen-
eral of Constantinople (Istanbul). Due to this man’s intervention, Sarkis is 
admitted to the military academy of the Ottoman Empire. After gradua-
tion, he is promoted to second lieutenant and sent to Germany for three 
months. Afterward, Muharrem and Sarkis are dispatched to the Dardanelles 
as the World War is about to embroil the empire. Both have a sweetheart; 
Nuriye, also child of a pasha, even kisses Muharrem goodbye in public 
when they depart to the front. Cemile, Muharrem’s sister, behaves more 
chastely and cautiously toward Sarkis but makes her feelings to him very 
clear nonetheless.

At the Dardanelles, Sarkis is commander of one of the smaller forts. After 
months of only intermittent fighting, his battery sinks an English ship in 
early 1915. Later, they also destroy a French ship. Torossian is wounded in 
this battle. Enver Pasha, Ottoman minister of war, visits Torossian in the 
hospital and promotes him to the rank of captain. At the same time, Toros-
sian begins to worry about his parents and family whom he has not seen for 
six years. In spring 1915, there are widespread rumors about massacres and 
persecutions of the Armenians by the Ottoman government. Sarkis Toros-
sian is relieved from his duty as officer because he is Armenian. He travels 
to Istanbul to protest the treatment of Armenians at the ministry of war. 
Initially put into arrest with a number of criminals who talk about how 
they were sent to Asia Minor in order to massacre Armenians, he is received 
by Enver Pasha, who congratulates him again and makes him commander 
of another artillery unit at the Dardanelles. Moreover, he writes Torossian 
a letter of reference. The young officer is even drawn into a conversation on 
strategy between Enver and leading German officers such as Otto Liman 
von Sanders and Colmar von der Goltz.

Having some time free in Istanbul, Torossian stays with Muharrem’s par-
ents. Additionally, he uses the opportunity to meet privately with Cemile in 
the house of an Armenian acquaintance. Later, having returned to the front, 
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he fights against the British landing-troops. Muharrem is severely wounded. 
On his deathbed, he tells Sarkis that Cemile is actually an Armenian orphan 
whom his parents have taken into the family after the massacres of 1896. 
The English, who have come close to victory for the second time, mysteri-
ously retreat from the Dardanelles. Torossian concludes that they do not 
want to beat the Ottomans as long as Russia would also gain from their 
military success.

Torossian receives a new appointment, but on the way to his place of 
deployment he has a few free days in Istanbul again, and he meets Cemile. 
She is extremely happy because now, as a Christian, she will be able to 
marry Torossian. For the time being, however, she travels with her (step-)
mother to Syria in order to meet the pasha. Meanwhile, Torossian learns 
that his parents have been killed during deportation; the fact that their son 
is an Ottoman officer serving at the front has not protected them. Torossian 
writes to the two brothers who have long emigrated to the United States. 
He asks them to organize a legion of Armenian volunteers who are to fight 
against the Ottomans. He himself continues to serve the sultan with bravery 
in Macedonia and Rumania, earning medals from the Ottoman’s German, 
Austrian, and Bulgarian allies. In 1917, on the way back from the Balkans 
to Istanbul, he meets an Arab major, Nuri, who invites him to support the 
Arab struggle against the Turks. Torossian takes his army assignment to 
Mesopotamia; he is successful in securing food to the Ottoman army sta-
tioned in Mosul and also fights against the English. In the Tell Khalif, he 
finds his younger sister who has survived deportation.

In the first half of 1918, Torossian fights in Palestine. He has his suc-
cesses against the English, but takes secret joy in the fact that, on the whole, 
the Ottomans and Germans are losing. In another incident he escapes an 
attempt on his life in Damascus. In 1918, Torossian joins Nuri’s Arab resis-
tance group as a kind of double agent. In Gaza, he meets Cemile, but she 
dies in his arms from tuberculosis. He returns to his Ottoman unit, but after 
a short while he takes command of 6,000 Arab horsemen who seriously 
damage the Ottomans troops retreating in Syria.

Toward the end of 1918, Sarkis hears that Armenians from America have 
arrived in Beirut with the plan to fight for their nation’s cause. He goes there 
and meets his brothers. Unfortunately, their sister, whom Sarkis had left 
with an Armenian family in Aleppo, has died. The three brothers fight in 
Cilicia as Armenian guerrillas in French service against the Turkish national-
ists. They lose their hopes in the future of the Armenians there as the French 
troops occupying Cilicia begin to cooperate with the Turks. In Adana, they 
leave for America.

Autobiographical Fiction

This is the story of Sarkis Torossian as told by himself. While From Darda-
nelles to Palestine, the memoir Torossian published originally in English, is 
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a rather rare book,2 he apparently was a man quite famous among Arme-
nians in the United States, where he is known to have travelled and held 
conferences on his experiences during the Great War. He is also a noted 
figure in the Republic of Armenia, at least since independence in 1991.3 A 
wider debate on the book, however, was triggered only decades after its first 
publication, when a Turkish translation was published by İletişim, a leading 
publishing house in Istanbul.4 This heated debate turned around the ques-
tion of the authenticity of this memoir, repeatedly devolving to the level of 
ad hominem arguments. Interestingly (and perhaps fortunately), it involved 
almost exclusively Turkish historians who, unlike the representatives of the 
Turkish majority opinion who deny the genocide, accept that the massacres 
committed were not a corollary to war conditions but aimed at the annihi-
lation of the Armenian population in Asia Minor.

Early on, in 2010, when Ayhan Aktar first wrote about Torossian’s mem-
oir, Halil Berktay, a specialist in the history of historiography and Turkish 
nationalism, articulated doubts as to the veracity of Torossian’s description 
of the battles at the Dardanelles. After the publication of the book, Berktay 
intensified his criticism and was soon joined by his colleague from Sabancı 
University, the historian Y. Hakan Erdem, who devoted an entire book to 
the criticism of the memoir (both in the English original and the Turkish 
translation).5 Edhem Eldem demonstrated that the two documents repro-
duced in Torossian’s book and allegedly proving his military achievements 
are forgeries (see Eldem; see also Erdem 2012, 326–33).

On the other hand, Aktar’s insistence that, some inconsistencies and 
errors notwithstanding, the memoir is basically sound has been supported 
by Taner Akçam, a renowned specialist on the Armenian genocide. Akçam 
has indeed shown that Erdem’s (and Berktay’s) claims about Torossian’s 
sojourn in the United States 1916 are based on an erroneous reading of 
American documentation. Nonetheless, his belief in the authenticity of the 
book on the whole is not convincing.6 Akçam’s trust in the documents that 
were first (and in a technically unsatisfactory way) reproduced in Torossian’s 
book and, in 2013, republished with the help of Torossian’s granddaughter, 
Louise Shreiber, cannot be upheld against Eldem’s criticism.7 However, in 
Akçam’s opinion, it is crucial to follow Torossian’s memoir as it opens the 
door to a reappraisal of Christian soldiers serving in the Ottoman army. It is 
for this more political and moral than academic reason that he writes: “We 
need to make the starting point of our debate the fact that Torossian found 
himself in these battlefronts and that he wrote about what happened, right 
or wrong” (Akçam 2013a).

Such a statement, however, is designed to prevent rather than initiate 
studies of the memoir. Indeed, neither Akçam nor Aktar offer a concrete 
proposal as to how to read Torossian’s text; they just insist on its principal 
veracity while accepting any amount of fictional elements—no matter how 
much of it is imagined, in their eyes, the text needs to be read as a reliable 
account.
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Akçam (2013a) resorts to a highly selective and arbitrary use of the evi-
dence at hand: the fact that Torossian had a scar on his head does not prove, 
as Akçam claims, that he was wounded on the Romanian front or, by exten-
sion, that his memoir is as sound as he is prepared to claim.8

Nonetheless, some conclusions can be drawn from the debate.
First, a person called Sarkis Torossian did exist; the memoir he published 

refers to his life, even if it is largely a product of the imagination. Some of 
the family relations he describes, especially with regard to his brothers, also 
refer to an identifiable extratextual reality.

Second, Sarkis Torossian may have been an Ottoman soldier. It is very 
likely, however, that he was neither an officer (according to his own docu-
mented statements, he received little formal education) nor a member of a 
combat unit—it is well known that in the Great War Christian soldiers were 
employed exclusively in unarmed building and paramedical units as they 
were considered unreliable after many desertions during the Balkan Wars of 
1912 and 1913 (see Gülsoy 2000, 169ff.).

Third, Torossian may have served at the Dardanelles; however, he did not 
play any significant role in the sinking of allied ships.

Fourth, his encounters with Enver Pasha and other high-ranking com-
manders are fictional.

Fifth, the family of his friend Muharrem and his beloved Celile is fic-
tional, as the pasha at its head, an ethnic Arab and “Brigadier General of 
Istanbul” (a rank and office that never existed) is an invention; the same 
probably applies to the other members of the family.

Sixth, Torossian’s presence at the Macedonian, Romanian, Palestinian, 
and Mesopotamian fronts is rather unlikely, as the information he gives on 
these places is extremely unspecific and often clearly made up.

Seventh, Torossian may have belonged to a French legion in Cilicia at the 
end of and after the First World War.

And, finally, eighth, he migrated from Marseille to the United States in 
late 1920 (which is already after the time given in his memoir—according 
to the text, he left Adana for America in April).9 Afterward, he led a life in 
materially difficult circumstances, trying his luck in different professions.

There is a rather paradoxical twist here. Erdem (2012, 259–69), who has 
shown that Torossian was not a well-educated person, sees him as a man 
who gained some money from giving conferences10 on his derring-dos and 
then, using different source texts, wrote down his memoir in order to estab-
lish himself as an authority in the eyes of his audience. On the other hand, 
Akçam, for whom Torossian was a military officer and (as a graduate of the 
Imperial War College) a member of the Ottoman elite, sees him as utterly 
unable to do the research necessary to fabricate evidence—even the quite 
crude variety his text represents.

On the basis of what her family members told her, Shreiber claims that 
her grandfather’s text (which is published in a somewhat approximate 
English) had been produced in a kind of cooperation, with him narrating 
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his life in Armenian, and a woman who was not a family member taking 
notes and then translating them into an English-language typescript (see 
Akçam 2013b). Meador Press, his publisher in 1947, apparently did not do 
a lot of editing, even if it produced hundreds of titles in the span of decades 
and seems to have been a reasonably professional business.

A production process as improvised as this one is certainly not beneficial to 
the accuracy of the text.11 It can be a good excuse, on the other hand, for a text 
that serves the aims of the author, whatever they may be. At this point it might 
be useful to consider the fact that Torossian took great pains to put together 
his memoir in English rather than Armenian, that is, his mother tongue and, 
at least in the 1920s, presumably also the language most widely used in the 
Armenian communities in North America. His insistence on the publication, 
with his book going to the press a full eighteen years after the work on the 
text was done, hints in the same direction: Torossian apparently wished to 
address himself to a wider audience, one that he never really reached.12

What was it that Torossian wanted to tell his readers? In order to answer 
this question, one should take the text more seriously as that which it is: a 
work of the imagination. When historians use autobiographical texts, they 
typically search for evidence that could help them answer questions about 
the past. Imagination, invention, or even narrative conventions are textual 
elements that historians tend to take into account but usually only with the 
aim of contextualizing them and emending their impact on the evidence 
they want to tease out of the text. It is, therefore, not surprising that nei-
ther Akçam nor Erdem (who has also written novels [see Erdem 2004a; 
Erdem 2004b]), while hinting at possible cathartic functions of Toros-
sian’s writing,13 attempt an analysis along these or similar lines. Neither 
of them quotes Philippe Lejeune, but they both follow him insofar as they 
effectively disregard all the fictional elements of the text that break what 
Lejeune terms the “autobiographical pact,” the reference to the person of 
the author.14 The debate between Aktar and Akçam, on the one hand, and 
the critics of the memoir, on the other, thus boils down to the single ques-
tion of whether the level of fiction in this autobiographical text disqualifies 
it as a source on non-Muslim soldiers in the Ottoman Empire or not (in 
my view, it clearly does). Consequently, the debate does not address what 
Torossian’s book is about.

While historians have their difficulties with fictional, imaginative, and 
often even narrative elements of autobiographical texts, some specialists in 
literary studies seemingly struggle with the referential and representational 
traits of such texts.15

Much more than historians, literary scholars are aware that the status of 
autobiographical texts (as texts) leads to inventions of the self—also in the 
many cases where the author attempts to be faithful to the factuality of his 
or her past life: “The fictive nature of selfhood … is held to be a biographical 
fact.” (Eakin 1985, 182) The narratological distinction between fiction and 
autobiography appears to be impossible (see Löschnigg 2006, 9).
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Orientalist Poetics

This does not mean, of course, that there is no difference between fiction 
and autobiography. After all, the indignation about the lack of reliabil-
ity in Torossian’s memoir is nothing singular. Especially when it comes to 
testimonial texts such as those of victims of political repression, outrage 
about fabrication or manipulation of the so-called historical truth is a com-
mon phenomenon. Cases such as the alleged untruthfulness of Rigoberta 
Menchú’s testimony (see Arias 2001), or the invented childhood memories 
of Misha Defonseca and Bruno Dössekker alias Benjamin Wilkomirski (see 
Vice 2014), provoked heated public debate.

It is worthwhile to take a look at the case of Binjamin Wilkomirski, who in 
1995 published Bruchstücke (Fragments), an entirely fabricated account of a 
childhood in National Socialist concentration camps. This account was ini-
tially received as a particularly moving testimony; the drastic descriptions of 
violence, death, and victimhood, presumably retrieved piecemeal from sup-
pressed traumatic memory, made a deep impression on many readers (while 
Bruchstücke never became a bestseller, it was widely read and translated 
in a number of languages). When the journalist Daniel Ganzfried revealed 
Wilkomirski’s identity as that of Bruno Dössekker, a born Swiss without 
any family ties to Judaism, and when this claim was fully demonstrated and 
documented by the historian Stefan Mächler, Wilkomirski and his book were 
dismissed as fraud. A debate ensued, however, about whether Dössekker/
Wilkomirski fabricated the text with the intention to deceive (which was 
Ganzfried’s opinion) or in fact pathologically assumed the identity of a Jew 
from Riga without being able to control this shift (as Mächler thought).16

In the framework of this chapter, two interrelated aspects seem to be 
important: the feeling of betrayal on the side of the readers and the role of 
victimhood.

Certainly, fictional literature often plays with verisimilitude of reality. In 
these cases, readers and listeners are willing to believe the make-believe. 
Generally, this is a game; upon closing the book, leaving the theater, switch-
ing off the broadcast of a piece of literature, the temporary deception is 
terminated. Occasionally, the game continues in a sort of grey zone; metadi-
agetic narrators in particular tend to create a situation in which readers are 
left in lasting doubt about the so-called veracity of the text.

Nothing of this sort leads to bad feelings, but Wilkomirski’s book did. 
Bernd Blaschke (2013, 199) explains these strong emotions by looking at 
the social context: “In a permissive society, fewer areas are left where strong 
bonds and reliable identities are demanded. The victim and witness belong to 
those towards whom society and its public discourse preserve strong bonds 
and strict claims.”17 The demand for reliability of witness is a distinct trait 
of permissive societies (leaving aside the question whether—beside some 
sexual conventions—the contemporary European societies about which 
Blaschke writes are permissive). Testimony calls for consequences, and in 
order to deserve this it needs to be trustworthy.
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Testimony of a victim, however, is even more sensitive. In order to 
have an impact, victimhood has to be acknowledged by bystanders (such 
as readers); and acknowledged victimhood evokes sympathy. Victimhood 
revealed as fake, therefore, reverses sympathy; an emotion invested has been 
deceived. Combined with the moral disgust provoked by fabricated testi-
mony, false victimhood leads to a relatively deep feeling of disappointment 
and betrayal; and that is what readers (along with a public of potential 
readers) of Wilkomirski felt.

The case of Wilkomirski is interesting because it displays a number of 
revealing parallels and contrasts to Torossian and his text.

Both texts are read today as texts of victims—at least among those who do 
not deny the Holocaust or the annihilation of the Armenians of Asia Minor 
(and the historians participating in the Torossian debate cannot be labeled 
as denialists). The disappointment with the texts, however, works differently: 
readers of Wilkomirski have no reason to doubt the thematic of his text, which 
basically represents what they have expected. They have reason to feel betrayed 
as the autobiographical pact has been broken: the author did not write about 
a protagonist the reader would identify with the author (even if Wilkomirski 
may have himself identified with the protagonist). What Wilkomirski writes 
turned into a banality, even into kitsch, the moment it ceased to be an expe-
rienced truth. What was adequate, even moving, as a memory proved com-
pletely insufficient as a fictional treatment (see Schmidt 2014, 205).

Torossian’s readers have a different problem. Their author describes 
himself as a protagonist in a way that does not stand the test of historical 
evidence. The fact that the readers do not complain about Torossian not 
portraying himself as a victim in any dramatized fashion seems to say a 
lot about the different ways the Jewish and the Armenian genocides are 
perceived. The defenders of the text even regard his agency as an Ottoman 
officer as an important asset of the text.

When Torossian wrote his From Dardanelles to Palestine, he attempted 
to address a readership that did not know a lot about what had been done 
to the Armenians. He himself was not a well-educated person; but he had a 
political and personal agenda, something to be told to his readers, namely 
the annihilation of the Armenians, and the reasons for it—reasons that he 
did not find within Ottoman society but outside it. For while in his view 
Turks are by nature cruel, primitive, at times “little better than beasts” 
(Torossian 1947, 104; see also 91ff., 95, 145, 161), those really responsible 
for the Armenian plight were the great European powers, especially Great 
Britain, to some degree also France (Torossian 1947, 56, 79, 81–85, 88, 113, 
197; for Torossian’s politics, see also Erdem 2012, 270–74). Imperialists 
created the opportunity for the massacres; they were the real perpetrators of 
the genocide—a crime for which in 1929, when Torossian was writing his 
memoir, even the word was lacking.18

In his critique of Lejeune’s “autobiographic pact,” Özkan Ezli (2007) 
argues that the distinction between autobiographical reality and fiction is 
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actually not one that can be identified with the divide between the text and 
an extratextual reality, but one that belongs to the realm of the discourse. 
The pact functions only if the kind of individual assumed entails a clear divi-
sion between non-fictional memory concordant to past reality and fictional 
imagination.

It would be utterly orientalist to claim that such a concept of individual 
only exists in the so-called Western modernity or, conversely, that in the 
modern West no other form of individual existed. However, it makes sense 
to assume that Torossian had at his disposal and made use of other options, 
too, while clearly alluding to and taking into consideration the expectations 
of his readers that his narrative was one written by such an individual.19

However, the narrative itself obeys the rules of other genres. In fact, 
Torossian is relatively open about this in the subtitle, where he calls his 
narrative “A True Story of Five Battle Fronts … and a Harem Romance.” 
Moreover, the paratext continues with Torossian’s alleged military rank and 
functions. Finally, on the pages that follow, the forged certificate by Enver 
Pasha is given in English translation as a photographic reproduction. These 
proofs of authenticity, however, do not erase the ambiguity implied by the 
subtitle, but rather reinforce it.

The two genres mentioned in the title are popular channels of orientalist 
knowledge: the first is the war memoir, a genre closely connected to travel-
ogues; the other the erotic or romantic tale set in a harem. Torossian’s text 
continually fluctuates between these genres; and the author knows how to 
employ them: by orientalizing “the Turks” (see Torossian 1947, 104, 91ff., 
95, 145, 161) and occasionally also himself (Torossian 1947, 120, 129), 
and by changing among a comical mode (Torossian 1947, 144), an erotic 
one (Torossian 1947, 26, 76ff.), and a mode of cruelty,20 he shows that 
he has learned a lot from reading books such as the Seven Pillars of Wis-
dom. Lawrence of Arabia makes an appearance in his text (Torossian 1947, 
197; see also Erdem 2012, 204–15), and, in accordance with Torossian’s 
anti-imperialist position, it is not a flattering one: Lawrence appears as a 
“paymaster,” while Torossian is the fighting hero.

Conclusion: History Defying Words

The fighting hero: Torossian does not describe himself as a victim. What he 
does instead is to write himself into the history of the Great War—as an officer, 
as a resistance fighter, and finally as somebody who is taking revenge; in short, 
as somebody with agency. This, after all, has made his account so valuable to 
the defenders of his memoir as an authentic source: here they found an Arme-
nian who had claimed a historical role. His credibility came not only from his 
claim to true testimony and from the multiple paratexts (documents, photo-
graphs, introduction) of his book, but also from his use of genres that, in times 
prior to the critique of orientalism, were accepted as conveying knowledge on 
the Near East: stories of travels, adventures, and the harem.
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There is no way of knowing what motivated Torossian to write his 
account, nor what made him choose such a radically fictional way of doing 
it. What is clear, however, is the range of alternatives an Armenian living in 
the American diaspora had at his disposal if he wanted to address himself to 
an English-speaking public and to talk about the First World War and about 
what had been done to the Ottoman Armenians. This range did not include 
the genre of victimhood memoir, upon which Wilkomirski/Dössegger drew.

This can be shown by comparing Torossian’s text to a text written by 
another Armenian survivor who served as an Ottoman soldier at the Darda-
nelles and in Palestine—in an unarmed sanitary unit. Bedros Kırkyaşarian, 
who shortened his surname in America to Sharian, wrote a diary that, after 
he had lost the portions leading up to 1918, he attempted to reconstruct 
into a war journal, a memoir of his life. In 1938, his former teacher, the 
protestant missionary Ernest Pye, worked this journal and later diaries into 
an account of Sharian’s war experiences.21

Even the design of the book resembles that of From the Dardanelles to 
Palestine: a photograph of the author in uniform as a frontispiece, a mili-
tary document asserting the identity of the author, a clergyman adding his 
authority by contributing, chapters numbered in Roman digits, and maps. 
The text, however, could not be more different: Pye describes Sharian as a 
Christian who went through trials and tribulations only to emerge as a man 
strengthened in his faith. The genre is not that of orientalist narrative but 
that of the protestant path to redemption.

Despite this gross contrast, the narrative on Sharian is, as Torossian’s, one 
of reassertion. A tale of victimhood was not available. The massacres com-
mitted, in the end, remained all but unspeakable. The historical experience 
of annihilation and genocide defied words.

Notes

 1. Among the many possible renderings of Torossian’s name in Latin script (more 
than one of them actually used by himself) I chose for this chapter the one he 
used on the cover of his book (see Torossian 1947).

 2. I thank Hakan Erdem for providing me with a photocopy of the book. It bears 
a copyright notice dated 1929 and 1947. There does not appear to exist a print 
from 1929. However, copies of the text along with an affidavit about its pub-
lication were received by the Library of Congress, as is evident from a docu-
ment published by Taner Akçam (2013e). The date of the document is curious: 
the date of publication mentioned is just one day after Black Tuesday. Perhaps 
the book was never printed due to the economic turmoil. What happened to the 
copies (possibly only in typescript or as galley proofs) that the Library received 
in 1929 remains unclear; today, the Library’s catalogue mentions only an item 
printed in 1947. In fact, only one person appears to have seen a copy of the 
1929 edition, namely the journalist Robert Fisk (see Fisk 2007). In an article 
published in 2013, however, Fisk writes that the book was published in 1947 
and insists on the authenticity of the memoir (see Fisk 2013).
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 3. As is evident from Fisk 2007. See also the website of the Armenian Genocide 
Museum-Institute in Yerevan, which includes an entry on Torossian based exclu-
sively on his memoir (see Armenian 2010). When Serzh Sargsyan, president of 
the Republic of Armenia, rejected the Turkish president Recep Tayyıp Erdoğan’s 
invitation to participate in centennial celebrations and commemoration of the 
battles at the Dardanelles (scheduled on April 24, 1915, the day Armenians 
remembered the hundredth anniversary of the Armenian genocide), he not only 
reminded Erdoğan that he had first called him to participate in the Armenian 
centennial but also mentioned Torossian as one of the Armenian participants in 
the Ottoman campaign—though he wrongly asserted that Torossian had per-
ished in the massacres (see The Office 2015).

 4. See Torosyan 2012a. A second edition published in the same year amended some 
of the grave mistakes and inaccuracies of the translation. The Turkish text is 
accompanied by a detailed introduction by Ayhan Aktar, a sociologist who has 
published widely on minority issues in the Republic of Turkey (see Aktar 2012). 
Interestingly, the Armenian translation of the text was published almost simul-
taneously (see Torosyan 2012b).

 5. See Erdem 2012; for contributions to the debate until November 2012, see 
Erdem 2012, 357ff.

 6. Akçam published three articles on the matter with three different Turkish 
presses. Together with a summary of his position, English translations are avail-
able on his blog (see Akçam 2013d).

 7. For Akçam’s account of his interviews with Shreiber, see Akçam 2013b and 
Akçam 2013c. Similarly, his trust in some photographs showing Torossian in 
uniform is at least exaggerated in the face of Erdem’s line of thought (see Erdem 
2012, 347ff.).

 8. When I presented a preliminary version of this chapter at the conference “Not 
All Quiet on the Ottoman Fronts: Neglected Perspectives on a Global War, 
1914–18” in Istanbul on April 10, 2014, I was shocked to see that scholars 
as respectable as Akçam and Aktar would bring up such a flimsy argument in 
their defense of the authenticity of the memoir. Akçam fails, moreover, to con-
sider the information, given by Shreiber, that the original name of Torossian’s 
wife, Shreiber’s grandmother, was Djlila (or, in Turkish standard pronunciation, 
Celile), which is highly reminiscent of the name of Torossian’s sweetheart in his 
memoir, where she dies in his arms in 1918 (see Akçam 2013c). Interestingly, 
Celile is a Muslim name. Finally, this piece of information shows how Torossian 
fictionalized his life in order to construct his memoir.

 9. See Torossian 1947, 219. Is it necessary to say that Adana has no harbor that 
could accommodate seaworthy vessels? That the “French authorities” advised 
Torossian to travel to the US is in conformity with his immigration papers 
according to which they have paid his ship fare (Erdem 2012, 341–42). It is 
unclear why the French occupation administration wanted Torossian to leave 
his country; he himself motivates their attitude with an expedition he had under-
taken with his unit to his hometown of Everek (Develi). That the Armenian case 
in Cilicia appeared a lost one to him in April 1920 is as hard to believe as the 
presence of “Kemalists” everywhere in the region—April 1920 is the month 
the Grand Turkish National Assembly was convened in Ankara; it was only on 
April 30 that Mustafa Kemal notified the foreign powers that a national govern-
ment had been formed (see Jäschke and Pritsch 1927–1929, 32ff.).
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 10. As mentioned in the “Biographical Note” inserted before Torossian’s text: 
Torossian 1947, 12.

 11. There are problems not only of grammar and style (beginning with the loss of 
an article in the title), but also of terminology. For example, “Armenian lands” 
and “Armenian provinces” turn into “states” (Torossian 1947, 22, 71), and 
there is also the “City of Dardanelles” (Torossian 1947, 53), which is clearly a 
misunderstanding.

 12. For examples of political musings that fit much better with the political situa-
tion prior to World War II, see Torossian 1947, 18–19, 55–57, 135. Apparently, 
the text of 1929 had not been revised for the 1947 edition. Moreover, there is 
not a single hint to the obvious analogy between the annihilation of the Arme-
nians in 1915 and that of the Jews in the years following 1942. See also Erdem 
2012, 205.

 13. Akçam 2013a; Erdem 2012, 348–49. Erdem tentatively tries to understand the 
text as an autobiographical or escapist novel without coming to a conclusion.

 14. For a critique of Lejeune’s Le pacte autobiographique (see Lejeune 1975) rele-
vant to my argument, see Ezli 2007.

 15. I am aware that I am grossly simplifying things by conflating representational 
and referential, on the one hand, and imaginary, imaginative, and fictional, on 
the other. But for the limited purpose of this chapter the main distinction is the 
one between those phenomena that refer to an external world (and can be—at 
least in principle—tested) and those that do not.

 16. The debate produced a very rich paper trail. For the two main positions, see 
Ganzfried 2002 and Mächler 2000.

 17. Yet another case is the reaction by Blake Eskin, as Wilkomirski claimed affil-
iation to two of the groups that are formative to Eskin’s identity, namely his 
extended family and Jewry (see Eskin 2002).

 18. For the history of the concept of genocide, see Barth.
 19. As also confirmed by John Archibald MacCallum, a Methodist priest from Phil-

adelphia, who vouches that the book is a “transcript from experience” and that 
“the purpose of the writer is objective” (MacCallum 1947, 13, 14)—perhaps 
without reading the text, since MacCallum, much in contrast to Torossian, talks 
about the “great Lawrence” (MacCallum 1947, 14).

 20. For example, when he talks about his own revenge (see Torossian 1947, 155, 
190, 194).

 21. See Pye 1938; the textual basis is clarified on page 127. I thank Kevork  
Bardakjian, Ara Sanjian, and Gerald Ottenbreit (all from the University of 
Michigan) for providing me with a copy of this very rare book.
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8 Recording Remnants of 
Judeo-Spanish
On Language Memoirs and Translated 
Wor(l)ds

Elisabeth Güde

In 1985, a book by French writer Marcel Cohen is published in Madrid 
under the title Letras a un pintor ke kreya azer retratos imaginarios por un 
sefardi de Turkia, ke se akodra perfektamente de kada uno de sus modeles 
(A Letter to a Painter Who Believes He Paints Imaginary Portraits, from a 
Turkish Sephardi Who Recalls Perfectly Each One of His Models). Illus-
trated by Antonio Saura (1930–1998), a prominent Spanish artist who also 
illustrated Kafka’s diaries and many other books, the text takes the form 
of a letter to Saura and is entirely written in Judeo-Spanish, which is also 
known as Ladino, Judezmo, or “djudyo,” as the author calls it (Cohen 1985, 
9).1 At the very beginning, Cohen, who has never written in Judeo-Spanish 
before or since, announces that he will record the idiom his parents brought 
from the Ottoman Empire to Paris some hundred years after their respective 
ancestors had migrated from Spain to the Ottoman Lands.2 Cohen puts this 
language in writing, his childhood language, one of the languages of his 
family, both known and unknown at the time. He writes it down in his own 
incoherent spelling system, using none of the formalized ways to transcribe 
Judeo-Spanish in the Latin alphabet (see Quintana 2012). In the 1997 bilin-
gual edition titled Lettre à Antonio Saura, Cohen introduces his own French 
translation of the Judeo-Spanish original, taking the liberty to deviate occa-
sionally from the initial version (see Cohen 1997, 19ff). Some years later, 
the book comes out in English, again in a bilingual format under the added 
Proustian title In Search of a Lost Ladino.3 The beginning reads as follows: 
“Dear Antonio, I’d like to write to you in Djudyo before the language of my 
ancestors is completely extinguished. You can’t imagine, Antonio, what the 
death agony of a language is like” (Cohen 2006, 27)4.

Thus, the first paragraph already sets out the central constellation of lan-
guage death and the written word as its antagonist, with all the problematic 
implications this might entail. Thus, even if this small volume does not cor-
respond to what is generally accepted as a memoir, it seems to call for the 
introduction of the concept of language memoir, which is the focus of my 
contribution. Cohen (2006, 27) describes his writing rather simplistically: 
“What I’m going to record here is more or less what my mind retains of 
the five centuries that my ancestors spent in Turkey,” he states, announc-
ing an inventory of his memory and pointing to an experience that claims 
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to embrace 500 years of Sephardic history. Interestingly, this periodization 
takes into account neither the time before 1492 nor the time after the mas-
sive migration of Ottoman or Turkish Jews to France and elsewhere in the 
early twentieth century.

The text continues:

I was born in Asnières, a suburb of Paris, and my parents were in their 
thirties when they came to live in France. They spoke French perfectly; 
at the time it was the language of all the Jews of the former Ottoman 
Empire. They learned it at an early age in the schools of the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle, then in Istanbul at the Lycée Français of Galata 
Sarail [sic]. How would they not have loved France? This didn’t, by 
any means, stop them from speaking Djudyo at home, and so it was 
that in listening to them I was immersed in the language, without 
exactly speaking it myself.”

(Cohen 2006, 10)

This passage not only exposes the linguistic fate of a family in a multi-layered 
plurilingual constellation, but also announces the crucial link between mem-
ory and language at work in the concept of language memoir.

I want to examine the language memoir from two angles. On the one 
hand, I will refer to language memoirs on a global scale—as a global genre, 
perhaps—and address broad topics such as pluri- and monolingualism, lan-
guage death, and linguistic archives in literature. On the other hand, I will 
concentrate on the specific case of language memoirs in the Turkish-Sephardic 
context, as foreshadowed by the above example of Marcel Cohen. I will 
focus on contemporary texts dealing with the Judeo-Spanish language and 
its surrounding plurilingualism. In most of these language memoirs, the 
quantity of Judeo-Spanish is almost insignificant at first sight, at least in 
its immediate presence. Cohen is an exception insofar as his text is written 
completely in Judeo-Spanish. Yet the monolingual French and English ver-
sions of the bilingual editions are aligned with other language memoirs in 
English, French, or Turkish where Judeo-Spanish words and sentences are 
registered, embedded, glossed, and translated in the text. The example of 
a literature of a worldwide diversified diaspora community with a distinct 
linguistic and historical heritage offers the opportunity to present what is at 
once a very specific and quite common phenomenon in today’s world, global 
and globalizing literatures.

The Language Memoir as a New (Global) Genre?

The term language memoir was coined by Alice Kaplan, professor of French 
at Duke and Yale. In 1993, Kaplan published French Lessons, “a mem-
oir about learning French,” as she describes it in “On Language Memoir” 
(Kaplan 1994, 59). In this scholarly essay, she puts her own text in a line of 
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literary autobiographies, “writing which is in essence about language learn-
ing” (59), for which she introduces the concept of the genre of language 
memoir. The term language memoir has since then been used mainly to 
describe autobiographical writing with a focus on language(s). After French 
Lessons, language memoir has also been discussed as a new genre in studies 
such as Brian Lennon’s “Language Memoir and Language Death” (Lennon 
2010, 123–40), which will in many respects serve as the point of departure 
of my paper.

While Kaplan seems to be interested in language learning, I will focus 
on the loss and remembrance of languages. I am particularly interested in 
the remembrance of plurilingual practices outside of school and univer-
sity contexts; in the literary remembrance of settings with more than one 
so-called mother tongue; in narrations of language death (as in the example 
of Judeo-Spanish); and in cases (such as Cohen’s) where it is unclear how to 
write in the language of one’s own family.

As the introduction of the concept of language memoir is certainly linked 
to the prominence of the memoir on the English-language book market, I 
want to briefly refer to some general considerations on memoirs without 
elaborating on memoir writing or the so-called non-fiction literature. Nor 
will I dwell on the differences and similarities between memoir and auto-
biography, not least because these already fluid borders have been turned  
upside down in the course of the last decades, when the memoir, as  
G. Thomas Couser writes, eclipsed “‘autobiography’ as the term of choice for 
a certain kind of life narrative” (Couser 2011, 3), becoming, as Ben Yagoda  
states, “the central form of the culture: not only the way stories are told, but 
the way arguments are put forth, products and properties marketed, ideas 
floated, acts justified, reputations constructed or salvaged” (Yagoda 2009, 7).

Memoir writing has triggered fierce polemics, with some going as far as 
saying that memoirs are being written by anybody and everybody and often 
by people who don’t know how to write. But this should not keep us from 
taking a close look at the role of memoirs in today’s literary world. (For a 
European perspective on the phenomenon, see, e.g., Köhler 2012.) On the 
contrary, these nobody-memoirs, I will argue, can tell us a lot about the genre 
and its place in a globalizing world, especially when it comes to the  presence—
or absence—of plurilingualism. Moreover, many  language memoirists are 
in fact academics, even literary critics. So if these are nobody-memoirs, we 
should at least realize that they are written by nobodies with PhDs and often 
considerable knowledge of language and literature.5

Simply looking at the book covers can be very revealing regarding the 
question of language memoir as a genre. Interestingly enough, none of the 
authors and publishing houses decided to put “A Language Memoir” on 
the cover, not even Alice Kaplan. Does this mean that a genre that does 
not declare itself as such should not be considered as a genre? Or, con-
versely, what does a generic classification do to a particular text? Look-
ing, for example, at André Aciman’s Out of Egypt, what if the cover read 
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“novel” instead of “memoir”? The categorization as memoir seems to be an 
easy way to give a certain timbre to the book, especially for someone like 
Aciman, a Proust scholar who refers to his texts as “nostography,” writ-
ing about return (Aciman 2001, 7). This points to differences in national 
genre conventions. Anna : une histoire française by Rosie Pinhas-Delpuech, 
a French writer born and raised in Istanbul, is categorized as “récit.” Con-
versely, İçimdeki İstanbul Fotoğrafları, a memoir written by Turkish author 
Mario Levi, is classified as literature by the Turkish publishing house, sub-
category anı; in an English-language context, the book would probably 
belong to the non-fiction section.

This brings us back to our initial topic of globalizing genres, as it seems 
that the world of genres, if it exists, may not be as universal as it might 
appear. Are memoirs the same everywhere we look? The difficulty already 
begins with the search for an adequate translation of the English-language 
term language memoir: Sprachmemoiren, mémoires de langues, dil anıları—
to give only some of the possible translations—none of these terms is able 
to pay tribute to the intertwined ideas of language and memory at play here. 
Thus, insofar as the very term language memoir seems to be untranslatable 
in some ways, it provokes the question whether it represents a global genre 
(if it is a genre at all).

Historian Paula S. Fass links the success of the memoir directly to glo-
balization and the changing scales of time and space, or speed and distance. 
She speaks of a “memoir boom” and considers the memoir as “the contem-
porary genre of choice,” perceiving a growing desire to produce paper mem-
ories of “another time (and sometimes of another place)” (Fass 2006, 107, 
119). To this we could add: paper memories of another language.

This attempt to connect memoir and globalization by reference to the 
shrinking planet lacks some nuance. And yet there seems to be at least an 
increase in quantity and density that would justify attempts to link the mem-
oir to the processes of globalization. In fact I will argue that the language 
memoir is even more closely connected to these dynamics, namely through 
the conjunction of plurilingualism and monolingualism and the questions of 
dominant and vanishing languages.

Turning now from a general perspective to a small, yet worldwide, dias-
pora phenomenon, can we speak of Sephardic language memoirs? Could 
we even dare to speak of Judeo-Spanish language memoirs, not as texts 
written in Judeo-Spanish but as memoirs that address the use and the loss 
of Judeo-Spanish, memoirs that remember, record, register, and transform a 
vanishing language but are not written in Judeo-Spanish? I think one can 
grasp a common feature of different texts focusing on Judeo-Spanish by 
linking this literature to analogous cases around the world, cases where 
other languages are treated similarly.

In his book In Babel’s Shadow: Multilingual Literatures, Monolingual 
States, Brian Lennon asks what it means to understand the language memoir 
as a new genre, reconsidering recent discussions among US scholars (Lennon 
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2010, 124). Lennon is not interested in pinning down distinct characteris-
tics of the genre, but refers instead to the “simultaneous dissemination of 
that genre in Literature and its expansion as (or into) Literature itself, the 
very paradigm of literariness” (128). Lennon cites a passage from Kaplan’s 
French Lessons in which the narrator immerses herself enthusiastically in 
twentieth-century language memoirs only to discover that all literature 
“starts to seem like a language memoir.” He links this citation to Paul de 
Man’s argument about autobiography as genre, autobiography being not 
a genre but “a figure of reading or of understanding that occurs, to some 
degree, in all texts” (Lennon 2010, 130).

The language memoir as a random and omnipresent figure of reading? 
Lennon counters this with the argument that there is no way to write a ver-
itable language memoir. This paradox of all literature becoming a language 
memoir on the one hand and the impossibility of the language memoir on 
the other becomes clear with Lennon’s distinction between writing and pub-
lishing and with what he calls the “‘translative’ relation between plurilin-
gual experience and monolingual publication” (139). Lennon’s reading of 
the term language memoir plays with the different emphases, putting the 
“language memoir” and the “language memoir” in opposition:

We might first choose to read the phrase “language memoir” as lan-
guage memoir: as memoir, that is to say, whose generic frontier is 
marked, possibly expanded, or otherwise modified by an encounter 
with language as a limit . … On the other hand, there is the language 
memoir as memoir, characterized by the monolingualism of publica-
tion, offering plurilingualism in translation.

(Lennon 2010, 124)

This “translated plurilingualism” is central to the tension Lennon perceives 
in the two poles of the term. He describes it as a “material tension, at once 
produced by and reflected in the structural constraints of U.S. book publish-
ing today” (124).

Plurilingual Memoirs or Memoirs of Plurilingual Worlds?

Undoubtedly, for the Sephardic or Judeo-Spanish language memoir, the 
connection between language and memory is crucial—perhaps even more 
crucial than for any other language memoir; in this context it seems impos-
sible to speak about the past without speaking about languages. When the 
Iberian Jews settled on Ottoman soil in the fifteenth century, the languages 
of the new surroundings, such as Turkish and Greek, soon became part of 
the community’s linguistic repertoire. After the foundation of the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle in 1860 and the introduction of francophone schools, 
this plurilingualism became thoroughly influenced by French. Sephardic 
families even started to abandon Judeo-Spanish for French, choosing French 
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names for their children and adopting French as their main language of 
expression, which was crucial for both the reception and the production 
of literature (see Rodrigue 1990). The founding of the Turkish Republic in 
1923 with its enforced monolingualism brought about another deep change 
for the Jewish Community. Those who left Turkey often supplemented their 
already plurilingual practices with new languages in the diaspora, except for 
the French speaking ones who decided to settle in France, as in the case of 
Cohen’s family.

It would thus seem that language memoirs dealing with such a pro-
nounced plurilingual past would imply plurilingual writing in their poetic 
repertoire; it appears, however, that, on the contrary, most of the texts show 
only few such elements. And yet it is doubtful, as I want to develop in what 
follows, that this is due only to the dynamics of the book market.

Writing the Grandparent Tongue

Sephardic language memoirs anchored in Ottoman pasts might seem quite 
distant from Alice Kaplan’s French Lessons. Whereas most of the articles on 
Kaplan’s memoir, as well as her text itself, emphasize her learning French, I 
want to pick a different angle and speak of the grandmother tongue in this 
memoir.

At first sight, Kaplan’s story exhibits an ordinary monolingual American 
universe. But quite soon, different languages become apparent under the 
American surface: “Listening now to my childhood as the French Professor 
I have become, what I hear first are scenes of languages.” (Kaplan 1993, 5) 
Interestingly, these scenes are composed neither by English nor by French 
words but by Yiddish ones, and of all words the narrator remembers “shle-
miel” (misadventurer) and “mishegossen” (craziness). We do not exactly 
learn more, but we can tell from the context that the narrator’s mother 
uses them in English sentences. This connects to the monolingual frame that 
reveals itself in another passage:

We were so American. …
We spoke American in that house: I can’t reproduce this language, 

but I know exactly what I mean by it. It was American more for what we 
talked about than how it sounded, although it is amazing to think that 
in one generation, a language could become so native, so comfortable, 
so normal, with no sense whatever of its relative newness: my parents 
were, after all, the first ones in their families to be born into English.

(Kaplan 1993, 7)

The protagonist’s family has made the transition from Yiddish to American 
English in one generation, but the family life is nonetheless described as plu-
rilingual. The father talks to his brother in French (since he does not want the 
children to understand) and the grandmother used to be trilingual (speaking 
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Russian, Yiddish, and Hebrew) before coming to the US. In her later years, 
as she is losing her memory, she starts to speak the languages of her youth 
again. Lennon reads this figure as a moment of “radically plurilingual life in 
the artifactual record of a structurally monolingual published book”:

In losing her mind, after all, the grandmother loses the serial transla-
tive mode through which her childhood languages are suspended in 
United States English, the language of her adult life and the language 
in which her granddaughter, the narrator of French Lessons, composes 
her memoir. Where the grandmother, in her senility a victim of transla-
tion’s breakdown, thus stands for the disseminating madness of pluri-
lingualism, the narrator, as the agent composing its story, is bound to 
administer that madness, reintegrating it into signification.

(Lennon 2010, 156–57)

The figure of the grandmother, whose languages are integrated into the 
monolingual text by the translating narrator, is equally noticeable in the 
Sephardic case. As bearers of a former family language about to disappear, 
the grandparents have an important role in Sephardic language memoirs. 
It is the language of the ancestors, the Judeo-Spanish spoken by the elders, 
that breaks through into monolingual memoirs. Accordingly, we encounter 
settings of weakness, dementia, and death connected to this language. For 
example, in Rosie Pinhas-Delpuech’s Book Anna : une histoire française, 
the narrator describes—in French—a situation that took place when she 
was a child in Turkey. Her grandmother asks her daughter, the narrator’s 
mother, to let her see her hometown Edirne again before her death. Her 
words are reported in Judeo-Spanish, in italics, “Me kiero tornar a Inderne.” 
(“I want to go back to Edirne.”) The phrase is flanked by the narrator’s 
French insertion “dans ce castillan fossilisé, parlé du temps de Sancho et 
de Don Quichotte” (“in this outdated Spanish from the times of Sancho 
and Don Quixote in which she used to speak to her daughter”), render-
ing the language itself old and frail (Pinhas-Delpuech 2007, 24). This small 
comment makes clear that conversations between the grandmother and the 
granddaughter usually take place in a different language—supposedly in 
French, which at the same time is the language of the book, the text in which 
the Judeo-Spanish phrase is embedded.

In Mario Levi’s İçimdeki İstanbul Fotoğrafları we find a similar scene, yet 
far more distinct. Here, in the opening pages of the memoir, the grandfather is 
about to die and calls his grandson, with whom he speaks in Judeo-Spanish. 
The dialogue is reported in Turkish, the grandfather’s words being in Span-
ish, without italics, but immediately translated into Turkish. The embedding 
of the scene—announced by the sentence “Herkes kendi dilinde ölüyordu” 
(Levi 2010, 9), “everybody was dying in his own language,” is connected to 
the author-narrator’s decision to write in Turkish, though a Turkish in which 
French and Judeo-Spanish still have their place.
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This intersection of language death, writing, translation, and publication 
leads to the very core of the language memoir.

“Living on”: the Language Memoir and Language Death

One of the central propositions of Lennon’s In Babel’s Shadow concerns the 
equation of the language memoir and language death. For Lennon,

language memoir is language death. That is, “language memoir”—a 
record of the experience of second- (or third-, or fourth-) language 
acquisition, performed for a home-abroad readership tacitly or 
expressly shaped as a market, in which we can recognize one of the 
new literary genres of globalization—is a kind of living in dying: what 
Derrida, in a commentary on Benjamin’s now fatally overread “Die 
Aufgabe des Übersetzers,” called “sur-vivre,” in a bit of semitranslat-
able play translated as “living on.”

(Lennon 2010, 123)

This relates to well-known scholarly ideas about script and death, writing 
and survival, but also to new theories of language death in which living and 
mortal archives, that is, humans, have to be transformed into real, persist-
ing archives in order to guarantee the “living on” of a language, such as in 
David Crystal’s linguistic studies.6 According to the concept of “living on,” 
the language memoirist takes the role of the “last persona” who “inherits 
previous languages but no longer speaks them” (Lennon 2010, 127). Cohen 
would be quite a convincing example of this figure of the last speaker who 
sees it as his task to record his heritage language, Judeo-Spanish, in writ-
ing, turning the vanishing words into material script. Even the very first 
words of In Search of a Lost Ladino: Letter to Antonio Saura render this 
quite clearly: “I’d like to write to you in Djudyo before the language of my 
ancestors is completely extinguished.” (Cohen 2006, 27) The narrator—or, 
more precisely, the writer of the letter—has to close his eyes to “rediscover 
my words”: “As soon as I glimpse them, words escape and die far away, 
like clouds in the sky.” (28) Interestingly, although the text is structured by 
the idea of a dying language, giving it a somewhat morbid timbre, there is a 
paragraph that clearly questions the metaphor of a dying language: “In our 
deepest beings we know very well that things don’t die, or at least not the 
feelings that we have for them.” (29) And yet, despite this awareness of the 
obvious problems inherent to the concept of language death, on the very 
next page, the first-person narrator presents himself as a museum piece, 
relating one more time language to death:

Death speaks through your mouth. … In fact, Antonio, I’m already 
dead. In universities today, all sorts of students, linguists and the 
merely curious, are interested in Ladino. Entire books are devoted to 
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the history of the Sephardim. How could I not seem like a fossil on 
display at a museum? (30)

The linkage of ancestry, death, and language is most striking in the evo-
cation of the dead language coming out of the narrator’s mouth. “Death 
speaks through your mouth.” In a ghostly passage, we read that the dead 
ancestors themselves are at work here:

And now, agonizing in my language, I let the mousafires express them-
selves while I write at their dictation. It’s they who write, they who 
read me. All I know is how to listen to what’s said in this little corner 
of the world and to note it down on the page. (43)

What follows then are descriptions, sometimes only lists of smells, moments, 
expressions, and food, Judeo-Spanish sayings and songs, scattered memories 
of Istanbul and Thessaloniki. If in the list of these words with their various 
significations and etymologies the spelling is incoherent, this is part of the 
task, a crucial element of the envisaged archiving that has indeed a lot to do 
with the claim to put spoken words into writing. Glossaries, footnotes, and 
translations point to a writing process in which dictionary or encyclopedia 
entries become part of the text, announcing its own destiny as a collection of 
archived knowledge. In the end, silence has the last word: “But don’t forget, 
Antonio, that in every book it’s always silence that takes the lion’s share.” 
(Cohen 2006, 67)

In fact, Cohen’s In Search of a Lost Ladino only reveals its full dimension 
some thirty years after its publication when, in 2013, Cohen’s Sur la scène 
intérieure : faits (On the Domestic Scene: Facts) comes out, which fills in 
some blanks while expanding others. Sur la scène intérieure takes the form 
of a family album, assembling photographs and life stories, scattered child-
hood memories, and pictures of remaining objects that once belonged to the 
ancestors murdered during the Shoah. This reveals that in fact the whole 
family, including Cohen’s parents and baby sister, were deported and killed 
while the five-year-old Marcel escaped death by accident. The blanks in the 
1985 edition, which leave the most significant biographical backgrounds 
unsaid, are thus filled belatedly with meaning and it is the extinction of 
Cohen’s mother and father, left out in In Search of a Lost Ladino, that 
forms the background of this writing against agony. Thus, while In Search 
of a Lost Ladino mourns the death of Judeo-Spanish, Sur la scène intérieure 
turns to the disappeared speakers of this language, astonishingly avoiding 
the use of Judeo-Spanish. While the former book spells out the vanishing 
language, in the latter there are only such occurrences of Judeo-Spanish as 
“Poupika,” as the father had called his wife, “Papiko,” as the mother had 
called her father, and a couple of allusions to food and smells, that is, to 
prelingual experience. Moreover, while In Search of a Lost Ladino refrains 
from italicizing Judeo-Spanish words, Sur la scène intérieure marks each of 
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the few words that appear in the monolingual text—as if the use of French 
would diminish the grief, as if mourning the death of a language and mourn-
ing the death of the parents who spoke that language would not fit together.

Nonetheless, I would argue, the second book, too, could be read as a 
language memoir, more precisely as a language memoir, “as memoir, that is 
to say, whose generic frontier is marked, possibly expanded, or otherwise 
modified by an encounter with language as a limit” (Lennon 2010, 124). 
While the early Cohen’s In Search of a Lost Ladino underlines the literal 
meaning of a text as guarantor of the survival of a bygone language, or sur-
vival tout court, the belated supplement that is Sur la scène intérieure points 
to the blanks marking the limits of language and seems to oppose Lennon’s 
opinion insofar as it makes obvious that the pressure of the book market is 
not the main reason for literary monolingualization. Apparently, there are 
other dynamics at work that intervene in the very task of a language mem-
oir, such as language loss in the proper sense of the word, that is, language 
loss as trauma, which poses the question of how this loss is remembered, 
suppressed, archived, and rewritten in literary works, be it in one or several 
languages.

Publishing Plurilingualism

As already mentioned, Lennon’s take on language memoirs focuses on 
the moment of publication, seeing the “[l]anguage Memoir as a genre of 
published writing … rather than a practice of life writing” (Lennon 2010, 
127). Since a language memoir is “published in the official language of a 
nation-state, thus in a national book market,” writes Lennon, “the plurilin-
gual subject whose story it is, tells (can only tell) that story in (to) a national 
book market, which mandates that the story be told in one (national) 
language” (128). Lennon distinguishes between strong and weak plurilin-
gualism. While in the US—as well as in many other countries, one could 
add—the former is restricted to independent publishing, the latter is sup-
ported by market-oriented publishing houses that put out books with pluri-
lingual elements integrated, explained, and embedded in them. As opposed 
to this weak plurilingualism, which Lennon shuns as kitsch, strong pluri-
lingualism would include more radical, uncompromising forms of plurilin-
gualism. Against this backdrop, and in view of the literary works examined 
here, I want to problematize Lennon’s claim. Although most of the Sep-
hardic language memoirs are published by independent publishers, there 
is no serious example of radical plurilingualism, which could include, for 
example, untranslated Judeo-Spanish expressions or Judeo-Spanish written 
in Hebrew letters in Turkish- or French-language texts. Independent pub-
lishing, one could argue, is not sufficient for radical plurilingualism. Cohen’s 
case might still count as an exception, since he does not use italics to mark 
the Judeo-Spanish words; also, in his original edition published in Spain 
in 1985 there is no glossary explaining loanwords from Turkish or Greek, 
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even though they are most likely cryptic to the Spanish readership. In gen-
eral, however, authors mostly behave according to the unwritten rules of the 
monolingual publishing.

One can thus understand Lennon when he refers to the quadrilingual 
author Ilan Stavans, for whom to publish a memoir means “to transform 
oneself into a fictional character, here: a monoglot” (quoted in Lennon 
2010, 13–14), and adds that no publisher would agree to a memoir written 
in three or four languages. Yet this raises the question whether this is not 
true for every writer, not only for those who are concerned with plurilin-
gualism. All authors transform, translate, and narrate in one language what 
has been said in many idioms. And after all, writing in or for a monolingual 
publishing industry is still a question of writing before it is a question of 
publication. The deadlock of language memoirs lies thus in the desire to 
record, show, and archive plurilingualism, a desire that can never be sat-
isfied. Lennon explains this phenomenon by invoking the rules of a more 
or less monolingual book market where plurilingual writing is extremely 
restricted due to the dominance of monolingualism in respective national 
book markets with their inherent rules. Here, one could raise the question 
whether Lennon’s ideas about the US book market are really transferable to 
other national book markets and how these are affected by different traces 
of monolingual history and politics. If one were to look at the Turkish book 
market, for example, one would have to undertake a profound analysis that 
would acknowledge the role of monolingual pressure in the early Turkish 
Republic and its consequences for the creation of literature. Is weak pluri-
lingualism in such a context to be seen as kitsch to the same extend than it 
is in the US? Or might a single word suffice, in some circumstances, for us 
to speak of radical plurilingualism?

I believe that Lennon’s emphasis on “the monolingualism of material pos-
terity in books” (Lennon 2010, 177), that is, the actual monolingualism of 
published plurilingual writing, is a strong element of his argument. And yet, 
even if it touches, as I have tried to show, on a central point in comparative 
literature studies, namely the language memoir as a genre of globalization, 
the dynamics of the book market constitute only one aspect of the “mono-
lingual paradigm,” which is also characterized by internalized monolingual 
norms such as the opinion that the concept of the mother tongue implies a 
“unique, irreplaceable, unchangeable biological origin” (Yildiz 2012, 9) that 
is already at work in the very process of writing and which operates inde-
pendently (at first) of any pressure from the publishing industry, as powerful 
as it might be.

Lennon’s way out of the dead end, the impossibility of plurilingualism 
within the monolingual book market, is to champion “electronic literature, 
as an archive and engine of forms of textual culture that book culture today 
really does block” (Lennon 2010, xviii). The Unicode, such is his proposi-
tion, could become a substitute for the “highly and especially exclusive” 
book publishing industry (171). While I actually do not know if the Unicode 
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is really a solution, or if forsaking paper would solve these problems, I do 
think that this suggestion enables a different perspective on plurilingual lit-
eratures and their presence and absence in the world.

Last Words

To the degree to which a poet who writes in a dead language remains 
isolated and continues to speak and write in his mother tongue, it can 
be said that in some way he makes a language survive the subjects who 
spoke it, producing it as an undecidable medium—or testimony—that 
stands between a living language and a dead language.

(Agamben 2000, 161)

What is the language memoir after all, at once present in “all of literature” 
and absent, impossible in terms of actual plurilingualism? What I wanted to 
sketch is the connection of globalization, plurilingualism, and archive which 
unfolds on closer examination of the language memoir and its attempt to 
record dying languages, enabling their “living on” in literature, an uncon-
trolled and uncontrollable, everlasting living in the cemetery of printed 
words. “[E]t le récit un récimetière,” as Hélène Cixous (2000, 167) has put 
it, combining the French words récit (tale) and cimetière (cemetery).7 Thus 
the very phenomenon of language memoir merely sets out the impondera-
bles of literature and literariness.

While linguists write alarming books about language death, literature 
takes a different position, one that seems more distant and maybe less 
involved in questions of actual language death. The emphasis on literature as 
an archive of vanishing languages, however, is definitely not meant to suggest 
a naive notion of literature as something that brings dead languages back to 
life. Of course it would be absurd to argue that vanishing languages live on 
in literature in the same way as dominant languages do. What I wanted to 
carve out instead is the idea that literature’s concern with language death is 
different than that of socio-linguistics because, for literature, every text in 
itself treats its language as a dead language, as it were; at the same time, liter-
ature implies the paradoxical power of helping vanishing languages survive 
at least to some degree by embedding them in its dead letters.

To conclude, I want to point to my own writing. What have I made of 
all the plurilingual constellations? An English-language text with some rare 
non-English elements, and with myself in the role of the translator to press 
these worlds in the words of an Anglophone publication. This “plurilingual-
ism in translation” is in itself a work of archiving, describing the “living 
in dying” (Lennon 2010, 123) by reproducing it, writing about the trans-
lated plurilingualism by translating it again, contributing to another archi-
val box—or a book, if the publishing industry allows—to be stored in the 
global bookshelves of comparative literature.
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Notes

 1. The term Ladino is common in English for Judeo-Spanish although it is in fact 
a language of liturgy, in contrast to Judeo-Spanish, a spoken everyday language. 
For djudyo as a term for self-designation, see Varol, 1999, 167.

 2. The Ottoman Empire was home to a large Sephardic Community consisting 
of the Jews that had been expelled from the Iberian Peninsula and welcomed 
by the Ottoman Sultan in the late fifteenth century. Four hundred years later, a 
major part of the community spread around the world and one of the Sephardic 
centers emerged in France.

 3. Both the French-language and the English-language edition abandon the 
unwieldy title. While the former reads simply Lettre à Antonio Saura, the latter 
reads In Search of a Lost Ladino: Letter to Antonio Saura.

 4. Although in what follows I will restrict myself to the English-language trans-
lation of Cohen’s text, I want to quote at least the Judeo-Spanish and French 
versions of the very first words of his book: “Karo Antonio, Kyero eskrivirte en 
djudio antes ke no keda nada del avlar de mis padres. No saves, Antonio, lo ke 
es morirse en su lingua. (Cohen 1985, 17); “Cher Antonio, je voulais t’écrire en 
djudyo avant que s‘éteigne tout à fait la langue de mes ancêtres. Tu n’imagines 
pas, Antonio, ce qu’est l’agonie d’une langue” (Cohen 1997, 9).

 5. “There was a time, not so long ago, when American intellectuals (including 
historians and literary scholars) were ambitious to write what was called ‘the 
great American novel,’ as if the fictional form was the most appropriate for 
self-expression and cultural importance. In choosing today to write the memoir, 
are these same people just being more direct by admitting that many novels were 
never much more than forms of autobiography as we have come to learn about 
the later Henry Roth, for example? Or is the current memoir just a different form 
of novel writing, allowing its authors to embellish their lives, give them focus and 
narrative direction, while they give themselves a voice?” (Fass 2006, 120).

 6. Despite Crystal’s simplification, the figure of the archive is a promising way to 
think the link between literature and the vanishing of languages on a global 
scale, especially when it comes to the subject of memoirs and their “postmemo-
rial archival practices,” to borrow a term from Marianne Hirsch (Hirsch 2012). 
In the Jewish context, the question of the archive points to the imperative of 
Zakhor (Hebrew for remember), the duty of memory as treated in the famous 
book of the same title by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi (Yerushalmi 1982), who in 
turn inspired Derrida’s Archive Fever (Derrida 1996).

 7. Beverly Bie Brahic’s English-language translation of Cixous’ “et le récit un réci-
metière” reads “and the recital a recemetery” (Cixous 2006, 89).
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9 Concretely Global
Concrete Poetry Against Translation

Andrea Bachner

The need to think literature in a global context has produced, for the most 
part, theories based on spatial patterns, concerned with the movements of 
literary texts beyond their original contexts. For example, both David Dam-
rosch’s (2003) notion of world literature, for which only texts that enter into 
transcultural and/or translingual circulation become worldly or worlded, 
and Wai Chee Dimock’s (2001) reflection on a planetary literature marked 
by individual, even anarchic patterns of reading beyond national boundaries 
perceive the world or the globe as an expanse that texts have to traverse.1 
Even though literature effectively creates networks of intercultural connec-
tions, through the lens of world literature approaches they tend to produce 
cultural cartographies predetermined by and modeled upon circulations of 
goods, information, and money in the global marketplace. As Pheng Cheah 
explains in “World against Globe,” a spatial understanding of world liter-
ature uses “global capitalist market exchange as model” (2014, 303). This 
implicit reliance on literature’s exchange value—since economic consider-
ations and questions of cultural prestige and literary governance determine 
what enters into circulation and what is worthy of being exchanged—is 
closely tied to an assumption of translatability.2 On the one hand, only texts 
that are “translated,” that is, carried across cultural and linguistic bound-
aries, even enter the purview of world literary approaches. On the other 
hand, texts participate in global circulation mostly by way of translation, 
that is, by being transposed into another language or, especially when their 
original language is a global currency (such as English), by producing global 
readers or writers who can shift into another (globally more dominant) lan-
guage. Even as the unequally distributed exchange value of a literary text 
determines if it will be translated or if its original language makes transla-
tion unnecessary, since “translation” already happens in the act of reading 
or writing, rather than constituting an additional linguistic transfer, liter-
ary capital can flow best if translation is turned into a merely instrumental 
process.

As a reaction to the universalist impetus of theories of world literature 
with its anthologies, handbooks, and literary histories, Emily Apter (2013) 
pits untranslatability against the “translatability assumption” of world liter-
ature. To counteract the tendency of world literature approaches to “zoom 
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over the speed bumps of untranslatability in the rush to cover ground,” 
Apter proposes a focus on “incommensurability and what has been called 
the Untranslatable” as “a deflationary gesture toward the expansionism and 
gargantuan scale of world-literary endeavors” (Apter 2013, 3). For Apter, 
untranslatability constitutes a feature of certain terms and works that resist 
translation as well as a more general perspective that grounds a compara-
tive method. To insist on the boundaries between languages and cultures in 
such a way might indeed enable us to steer comparative and intercultural 
approaches away from the tendency to reduce literature to a commodity 
in the global marketplace, especially whenever it also avoids naturalizing 
such boundaries in a way that constructs cultural difference as incommen-
surability. But what does untranslatability mean? Is the reification of the 
untranslatable not equally pitted on a notion of exchange value, only that 
now the very obstacle to circulation and exchange (a text’s untranslat-
ability) produces rather than reduces value? Instead of pitting translation 
against untranslatability, we have to critically evaluate both the translat-
ability and the untranslatability assumptions as they inform our approaches 
to literature in global frameworks. A thought about literary transfer and 
transference, beyond spatial and linguistic movements, as neither merely 
instrumental nor merely resistant is crucial to understanding the ways in 
which literary texts can become active in framing our view of the world, 
akin to Jean-Luc Nancy’s notion of “mondialisation,” as globalization or 
worlding understood not as a “difference of wealth in terms of a general 
equivalence,” but as the shaping of the world as “a difference of singularities 
in which alone the passage of a meaning in general and the putting into play 
of what we call a world can take place” (Nancy 2007, 53).

For a global thought in which contact, contiguity, and participation over-
ride globalization’s prevalent logic of exchange value, the status of translation 
and untranslatability needs to be reevaluated. This also involves scrutinizing 
how assumptions of translatability and untranslatability are related to spe-
cific genres and media. For example, film and other visual media still largely 
function symbolically according to the cliché of the international language 
of cinema (or visual art), even as cultural and aesthetic specificities and the 
pragmatics of dubbing and subtitling effectively determine how filmic and 
visual texts travel across cultures and language.3 Meanwhile, the genre of 
the novel has become the victor in the evolutionary chain of world literature 
not because the process needed to “translate” novels can be eclipsed (as is 
the case with film), but because, as a genre, the novel translates well under 
the assumption that, because of its distribution of form and content, only a 
relatively negligible part is lost in translation. In contrast, poetry has been 
framed as an untranslatable art form due to its strong formal constraints. 
However, the relative brevity of most poetic forms lends itself to bilingual 
and annotated editions that can allow readers to understand and appreci-
ate some features of a text without having complete access to its original 
language.
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Beyond Translation

It is precisely within the generic context of poetry that writers in differ-
ent parts of the globe intervened to craft a global literary expression in 
the 1950s and 1960s: concrete poetry. By most accounts, concrete poetry is 
global and globalized literature par excellence or, as Jonathan Williams puts 
it, “[if] there is such a thing as a worldwide movement in the art of poetry, 
Concrete is it” (quoted in Cobbing and Mayer 1978, 13). Practitioners of 
concrete poetry saw themselves as part of a global continuum, as partici-
pating in a movement that emerged simultaneously in different parts of the 
world, a movement impelled by the Noigandres group around Augusto and 
Haroldo de Campos in Brazil and Eugen Gomringer in Germany. As they 
formulated responses to the crisis of poetry in an age of mass communica-
tion by emphasizing the materiality of language over and above its role in 
signification, concrete poets proposed new concepts of creation grounded 
in a notion of global contemporaneity. Their aim was to produce a type of 
poetry that, in the words of Haroldo de Campos (1965, 150), “speaks the 
language of the man of the present.” What the Brazilian concretists described 
as the “organoform” (“organoforma”) of this new poetry not only con-
tested the patterns of traditional poetry, but also effectively transformed 
the poem into a material object imbued with use value—“poem-product” 
(“poema-produto”) and “useful object” (“objeto útil”) (de Campos, de 
Campos, and Pignatari 1965, 156).

In order to become an object, rather than remaining an instrument of 
signification, the concrete poem has to court other art forms and thereby 
deterritorialize written signs into graphic materiality and spoken language 
into sonic force. This emphasis on the poem’s materiality, rather than verbal 
meaning, not only reacts to changing modes of communication, but also 
translates poetry into a global mode. Or rather, it allows poetry in its new 
form to circulate globally, as its material concretion endows it with aesthetic 
energy beyond linguistic specificity. Hence Haroldo de Campos’ insistence 
that its concrete form allows Brazilian poetry to enter into a “phase of expor-
tation” (“fase de exportação”) as it circulates globally through exhibitions 
of concrete poetry (Haroldo de Campos 1965, 151) and later also through 
anthologies. That concrete poetry avails itself of the structures for the cir-
culation of visual art and design underlines its affinity to the visual—even 
though there is also concrete sound poetry, graphic force is crucial to most 
examples of concrete poetry; hence, its relation (or rather non-relation) to 
translation. In fact, its affinity with non-verbal media either facilitates trans-
lation or renders it completely unnecessary. For example, many concrete 
poems are crafted to be seen or heard rather than read, that is, dependent 
on the effects, distribution, or arrangement of graphic and sonic material, 
rather than on the meanings of words.4 Alternatively, because of the limited 
verbal material they tend to make use of (concrete poems often consist of 
only a few words or even of word fragments or letters) and limited reliance 
on syntactical structures, concrete poetry lends itself to being circulated 
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interculturally with the help of basic glossaries—like in the case of the very 
popular concrete poems by Japanese poet Seiichi Niikuni 新國誠一—or is 
easily amenable to translation as a simple word-by-word transfer from one 
language into another.

The ease with which concrete poetry could be circulated without much 
translation effort constituted a convenient ground for an international 
reception, while also responding to a political ideal of many concrete 
poets, namely the objective to transcend linguistic and national bound-
aries. This general thrust beyond nationalism found one of its strongest 
expressions in the poems and essays of the French poet Pierre Garnier, who 
collaborated with Seiichi Niikuni on the volume Poèmes franco-japonais 
(Franco-Japanese Poems) of 1966. In the preface co-written by the two 
poets, they describe their spatialist poems as objects that transcend national 
languages as translation is replaced by transmission: “Spatialism aims at a 
passage of national languages to a supernational language and to works 
that are no longer translatable but transmissible in an increasingly large 
linguistic space” (Garnier and Niikuni 1968, 148). As Garnier explains, “the 
so-called national languages appear to our humankind as one of the last 
fortresses—although one of the most powerful ones—of old nationalisms,” 
which are no longer adequate to the contemporary spirit “at the level of 
the universe” (Garnier 1968, 116). According to Garnier, concrete poetry 
becomes the preferred battleground for contesting nationalism due to poet-
ry’s traditionally close ties to national ideologies. This has to do with the 
untranslatability assumption, according to which poetry is the national art 
par excellence grounded in the poetic essence, which is lost in translation 
whenever a poem travels beyond its linguistic—and, by symbolic and ideo-
logical association, national—space. If to focus on concretion is to sacrifice 
some features of language, especially those that pertain to signification, the 
concrete “reduction,” such as a focus on non-semantic material such as let-
ters and typography, constitutes a “mutation” and implies a gain of “mobil-
ity” and “extension” (see Garnier 1968, 118).

As concretists such as Garnier focus on space—in the form of constella-
tional, non-linear distributions of linguistic materials on a page at the level 
of poetic creation as well as through a global imaginary of transnational 
circulation—translation, as a necessary transfer between languages, cedes its 
place to a poetic production with a view to transmission across languages. 
Effectively, this replaces a movement between languages with a transmedial 
motion.5 In order to transcend the realm of signification circumscribed by 
linguistic particularities, concrete poetry learns from non-verbal art forms. 
In Garnier’s and Niikuni’s Poèmes franco-japonais, for example, each poem 
is wrought from a repetition of some alphabetic letters (or even of letter 
fragments) and usually one Japanese kanji, that is, the Sinitic logographs 
that are one element of the Japanese script, while hiragana, a phonetic syl-
labic script, is extremely rare. Even though the work comes with a glossary 
of the sixteen Japanese words used, their meaning remains tangential to 
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the poetic effect, as each poem uses linguistic material—either Japanese or 
French, logographic or alphabetic—mainly as pixels for a visually powerful 
constellation. The choice of combining the rounded shape of an “a” with 
the squares of me目 (“eye”), or the openness of “o” and “c” with the dense 
array of lines of the kanji sakura桜 (“cherry tree”), depends almost entirely 
on the effect of different graphic forms. The apparently unattainable goal 
of bringing the two languages of French and Japanese together (see Garnier 
and Niikuni 1966) in one poetic work has certainly been realized here—but 
almost completely at the expense of language itself. Instead of crafting a 
supranational language, this practice makes the use of linguistic material 
increasingly superfluous as concrete poetry starts to lose its contours and 
fuses with visual art.6 By dispensing with translation in such a way, concrete 
poetry does not result in a literature that circulates globally, but effectively 
runs the risk of canceling its status as literature in the moment in which it 
fully realizes its own ideal.

Ideographic Aesthetics

The concrete thrust toward a “universal collective poetry” (Gomringer 
1974a, 41) was an effort “to realize an intercultural concept beyond its 
intermedial impulse and to create a lingua universalis comparable to that 
posited by Leibniz” (Ernst 2002, 262).7 But for it to remain a language, for 
it to remain suspended between different media, the material of concrete 
poetry has to negotiate its participation in verbal and non-verbal art, pledg-
ing farewell to translation while also preserving elements in need of trans-
lation. This implicit dilemma of concrete poetry—that its graphic, material 
impulse orients it toward non-verbal expressions while it has to retain lin-
guistic features in order to remain a discrete aesthetic form—finds a precari-
ous resolution in the concretist fixation on the ideogram. Although concrete 
poetic practice espoused a variety of forms, many of the theoretical reflec-
tions favored the ideogram as a perfect example of concrete expression. 
While concretists treated it as one of the main forms of concrete poetry (see, 
for example, Gomringer 1974b) or even equated it with concrete poetry 
(see de Campos 1965a, 43), it also provides both concrete referents and 
antecedents—such as the Chinese script (or at least the way in which West-
ern writers and thinkers perceived it)—and grounds a theory of language 
and visuality.

The French concrete poet Jean-François Bory (1968, 7–8) stresses “the 
importance of the ideogrammic concept” understood in two ways, “in its 
general sense of spatial or visual syntax” and, drawing on the Noigandres 
group, on a specific ideographic method inspired by the reading of the  
Chinese script proposed by Ernest Fenollosa and Ezra Pound at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. For the members of Noigandres, Fenollosa’s essay  
“The Chinese Written Character as a Medium of Poetry,” edited posthu-
mously by Pound in 1919, served as one of the precursors of concrete poetry 
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as it framed poetic language, after the example of Chinese characters, as a 
material and visual phenomenon closer to reality than other uses of lan-
guage.8 For Fenollosa and Pound, as well as for the Brazilian concretists, 
the Chinese script was concrete, not only because of its pictographic compo-
nents, but also because of its ideographic nature, due to which it functioned 
as a combination of simpler units that made a sign readable by way of pars-
ing its component parts, but also colluded in creating a sign that was more 
than the sum of its individual units. While Fenollosa was primarily interested 
in the aesthetic productivity of Chinese characters, such as the visual res-
onances in poetry achieved by recurring elements (the so-called radicals), 
Pound extended Fenollosa’s ideographic method to the claim that one could 
learn to read Chinese characters by recognizing their basic units (supposedly 
mostly of a pictographic nature) and by relying on aesthetic intuition (see 
Pound 1961). The ideogram—as at once a combination of graphic elements 
or pictures and a linguistic sign—harbored the possibility of managing the 
verbal and non-verbal forces necessary for the production of concrete poetry. 
Chinese writing was part of a linguistic system, but, with its pictographic and 
ideographic substratum, it also came close to visual media.9 In this process, 
the Chinese script—or at least its ideographic reading—served as a model 
for a different kind of poetic creation.10 In addition, it also assured that 
concrete “ideograms” composed of letters and words of alphabetic (or other 
phonetic) scripts could lay claim to a visual force that transcended the realm 
of language proper while also courting the notion that Chinese characters, 
understood as ideographs, showed the way to a universal aesthetic language.

The implicit realization that Chinese characters did not constitute a lan-
guage that would make translation unnecessary, even as the Chinese script 
continued to serve as a vehicle for imagining such a supra-language, led 
Haroldo de Campos to a sophisticated reflection on linguistic difference 
and the potential for aesthetic creativity. In his lead-essay for the edited 
volume Ideograma: Lógica, poesia linguagem (Ideogram: Logic, Poetry, 
Language) of 1977, de Campos attempted a rereading of Fenollosa beyond 
the non-translation assumption tied to Chinese characters, that is, that one 
could read them without mastering the Chinese language. De Campos’ read-
ing focuses on the aesthetic resonance of character components inspired 
by Roman Jakobson’s definition of the poetic function of language, argu-
ing that literariness imposes further constraints on lexical selection in res-
onance or contrast with contiguous words. This principle becomes clear 
in the famous example with which Fenollosa concludes his essay, at least 
according to Pound’s edition (Fenollosa 2008, 60):

日 昇 東
Sun  Rises (in the) East

As Fenollosa explains, the “single dominant overtone” (2008, 60) of the 
poetic line is determined by the repetition of a graphic component: the “日” 
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or “sun” that appears in each of the following Chinese characters: “The sun, 
the shining, on one side, on the other the sign of the east, which is the sun  
entangled in the branches of a tree. And in the middle sign, the very ‘rise,’ we 
have further homology; the sun is above the horizon, but beyond that the 
single upright line is like the growing trunk-line of the tree sign.” (Fenollosa  
2008, 60) What Fenollosa (2008, 60) termed a “method of intelligent read-
ing” is less a shortcut to reading Chinese (as Pound would have it) than an 
example of poetic principles that are entirely graphic in nature. After all,  
Chinese readers would not necessarily isolate character components while 
reading, nor are Fenollosa’s explanations etymologically sound.

This posits a challenge to the “translation” of Fenollosa’s “method of 
intelligent reading” itself. What would Fenollosa’s ideographic method look 
like were we to transpose it onto non-Chinese linguistic material? There 
certainly exist examples of concrete ideograms reminiscent of Fenollosa’s 
graphic resonance wrought in languages that work with alphabetic letters, 
for example, Hansjörg Mayer’s palindromic cube consisting of permuta-
tions of the letters “s,” “a,” and “u,” which form the words “sau” (“pig”), 
“aus” (“from”), and “usa” (Cobbing and Mayer 1978, xx). And yet, because 
of the small number of alphabetic letters and their limited combinations, 
and in contrast to the almost infinite combinatorial possibilities provided 
by Chinese characters, there are only a few such fortuitous combinations in 
languages with alphabetic or other phonetic scripts. Moreover, unlike the 
component parts of Chinese characters used in Fenollosa and Pound’s ideo-
graphic method, single alphabetic letters do not by themselves have seman-
tic meaning.

Hence, when Haroldo de Campos reflects on the possibilities of the ideo-
graphic method for Portuguese and its alphabetic script, he effectively for-
mulates a theory of translation. Rather than looking for a direct analogy 
between Chinese and Portuguese, he proposes a transposition of the ideo-
graphic model onto phonetic scripts. Accordingly, rather than translating 
Fenollosa’s example, he juxtaposes it with a line from the long poem O 
Guesa errante (The Wandering Guesa) by the nineteenth-century Brazilian 
poet Joaquim de Sousândrade (de Campos 1977, 62):

O SOL ao pôr-do-SOL (triste SOsLaio!)

In my translation:11

The SUN at SUNdown (sad aSkUNce!)

Instead of the Chinese character and radical “日” in its repetition, Sousân-
drade’s line with its different semantic valence repeats the word “sol” (“sun”). 
Like the permutations of “日,” “sol” proceeds from a stand-alone word to a 
compound (“pôr-do-sol”) and then to a word in which its presence remains 
latent (“soslaio”). De Campos (1977, 62) refers to the transition from the 
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Chinese phrase to the line from O Guesa errante as a “structural transla-
tion” (“tradução estrutural)”. Rather than translating semantically between 
Chinese and Portuguese, as a vertical equivalence of each character or word 
from one language to another, de Campos proposes an analogical structure 
that echoes that of the original. In other words, the “translated” text mir-
rors the horizontal sequence that holds together the text syntagmatically by 
way of repetition of elements—what de Campos refers to as a “relational 
intracode” (“intracódigo relacional”): “In the syntagmatic sequence of the  
verse, the intermittent incidence of the ‘sonic figure’ SOL seems to repro-
duce, directly or in transformed shape, the same play of ‘harmonies’ that 
Fenollosa caught on the graphematic level of Chinese characters” (de  
Campos 1977, 60, 62). Effectively, de Campos extends the meaning of “trans-
lation” beyond semantic equivalence. Instead, by focusing on questions of  
sonic, graphic, and poetic equivalence, he multiplies the scope of translation 
within a given text as well as between texts that need not literally consti-
tute “originals” and translations. Chinese characters here no longer simply 
stand for the ideal of non-translation, that is, a commonly understandable 
language or medium. Instead, they become a test case for and a privileged 
example of poetic structure itself—albeit always with a view to creating 
(differently) in an alphabetic medium.

Concretely Global?

The conceptual use of the ideogram with its ambivalent relationship to 
Chinese writing—which is not, after all, an ideographic script as Fenollosa, 
Pound, and others had claimed—speaks also to the global ambition of con-
crete poetry, or rather, to the limitations of its global politics. Many antholo-
gies of concrete poetry announce their global scope, for example, Mary Ellen 
Solt’s Concrete Poetry: A World View (1968). The felicitous coincidence of 
concrete techniques that emerged contemporaneously around the globe on at 
least two different continents, stressed time and again in the essays and mani-
festos of concretists, served as the basis for a network of global relations that 
concrete poets cultivated zealously. The pursuit of an international audience 
began in most cases with personal contacts—for example, the meeting of 
Eugen Gomringer and the Brazilian concretist Décio Pignatari in  Germany 
or Haroldo de Campos’ correspondence with Japanese poet Kitasono Katue
北園克衛that spurred Kitasono to compose his widely anthologized poem 
“単調な空間” (“Monotonous Space”) (see Solt 1999, 259). Once contact 
was established, exhibitions around the globe and other cross-cultural col-
laborations and exchanges cemented the global reach of concrete poetry. 
Japan served as a global reference point of particular importance because 
of its script system: the mixed system of the Japanese script, a combination 
of kanji, that is, logographs derived from Chinese characters, and phonetic 
transcriptions (hiragana and katakana), made “Chinese” characters indig-
enous to Japanese yet in a way that lend itself to decontextualizing and 
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thus defamiliarizing them with respect to their normal mixed script context. 
For example, the poetry of Seiichi Niikuni is so effective in part because he 
reactivates and reinforces the pictographic and ideographic energy by clus-
tering and arranging a small number of kanji taken out of its conventional 
syntactical structures, for example, in the poem “雨” (“Rain”), which fills a 
page with reiterations of the four dots or drops in this kanji, which appears 
in its complete form only once, centered on the bottom of the page (see de 
Campos 1977, 101). While some concretists, such as Bory, saw in Niikuni’s 
poems a direct model and ideal for concrete creation in general (see Bory 
1968, 55), Haroldo de Campos conceived of different concrete trajectories, 
depending on the poetic traditions of different cultures and the creative pos-
sibilities of different languages and scripts. For example, while de Campos 
saw an ideographic future for poetic expression in languages in alphabetic 
scripts, Chinese characters and Japanese kanji might find the next step of 
their aesthetic development in moving toward a less pictorial and more dig-
ital form—such as an emphasis on the dots and strokes of kanji in much of 
Niikuni’s work (see de Campos 1977, 99–100).

In contrast to the active contribution of Japanese poetry in the concrete 
movement, none of the major anthologies includes a single contemporary 
Chinese poem. In fact, the Chinese examples that concrete poets were using 
(mostly by way of Fenollosa’s essay or the work of François Cheng) are all 
drawn from classical Chinese poetry.12 Even authors who mention Chinese 
traditions such as Chinese pattern poetry or huiwen 回文 (also written 廻
紋), for example Cobbing and Mayer (1978, I), display their ignorance of 
Chinese poetic traditions by describing a Chinese poem written by Ho Chi 
Minh during his imprisonment in 1942 as “perhaps the only ‘serious’ poem 
written in Chinese characters which fits the Fenollosa-Pound ‘ideogram’ the-
ory” (Cobbing and Mayer 1978, 66). The poem in question uses a common 
anagrammatic technique—known in Chinese as a xi zi 析字 (“analyzing 
characters”) or li he 離合 (“dividing and joining”), among other generic 
names—to play with the recombination of character components.13 In the 
essay “Concrete Poetry and the ‘Concretism’ of Chinese,” cited in de Cam-
pos’ 1977 essay, Eugene Eoyang adduces geopolitics to account for this 
absence: the “inevitable political reasons” of communist China in which 
language is stripped of aesthetic potential and treated as a mere ideological 
instrument. Hence, so Eoyang argues, “what many traditional Chinese poets 
have accomplished naturally for centuries” (Eoyang 1971, 4), namely a con-
crete use of language, might now be the legacy of the West, since “it might 
be Western Concrete Poets who will try to preserve traditional Chinese, for 
the sake of a universal ‘concrete’ poetry” (Eoyang 1971, 9). Eoyang’s com-
ment echoes, albeit in a more complex way, a certain sense of entitlement 
on the part of concretists and their use of Chinese material (both concretely 
and figuratively).14 What is more important, however, is its suggestion that 
the global scope of concrete poetry was, in fact, quite limited, or rather, 
that, from the perspective of the “West,” the Cold-War era implied that only 
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about half of the world was perceived as participating in global patterns 
of circulation, while the communist block did not symbolically form part 
of globalization in the same way, despite the multiple complex patterns of 
circulation and exchange in and between both blocks, as well as with 
non-aligned nations.15 In fact, from a geopolitical and historical perspective, 
concrete poetry seems to have emerged and flourished especially strongly in 
countries that were coming to terms with a post-WWII fascist or author-
itarian legacy, such as Germany, Japan, and Brazil. Despite the politically 
leftist ideals of some concretists, expressed also in their reflections on the 
use value of poetry—the inclusion of Ho Chi Minh in a timeline of concrete 
poetry in Cobbing and Mayer’s Concerning Concrete Poetry is certainly not 
arbitrary—communist China, globally isolated after the Korean War of the 
early 1950s, could apparently not be conceived of as a place for concrete 
poetry, despite the active cultural exchange between the People’s Republic of 
China and some Latin American countries in the wake of the Cuban revo-
lution. Instead, not unlike Fenollosa, who saw Japan as the legitimate place 
that kept Chinese culture alive, concretists turned to Japan as well as to the 
Chinese past for inspiration, rather than looking for contemporary concrete 
poetry in Chinese.

In fact, another Chinese country, Taiwan, the Republic of China, did 
produce concrete poetry with Chinese characters. However, examples of 
concrete poetry in Taiwan were part and parcel of a turn to modernist 
expressions since the 1950s and did not give rise to a specifically “concrete” 
movement with programmatic manifestos or exhibitions. It was simply one 
form of aesthetic experimentation among others.16 Inspired by Western 
modernism rather than directly by the international concrete poetry move-
ment, Taiwanese poets were quick to assert the superiority of the Chinese 
script as material for creations that followed self-consciously in the foot-
steps of writers such James Joyce, Stéphane Mallarmé, Ezra Pound, and 
Guillaume Apollinaire—some of the same inspirations on the basis of which 
the Brazilian Noigandres group had developed their concrete poetry. For 
example, because of the pictographic substratum of the Chinese script, Tai-
wanese poet Zhan Bing詹冰 lauds it as “the most adequate material for 
image poetry” (“最適於做圖像詩的工具”), which gives Chinese poetry a 
decided advantage over poets from other countries (Zhan Bing 1978, 60). 
Zhan Bing was also one of the first modern poets to produce concrete poetry 
in Chinese with his 1943 poem “Affair.” “Affair” consists entirely of differ-
ent distributions of two characters, nan 男 (“man”) and nü 女 (“woman”), 
each new constellation preceded by an Arabic numeral. The series of con-
stellations can be read in sexually explicit terms or as a metaphorical way of 
expressing the enchantments and disenchantments between the two sexes. 
The mixed material of the poem—Chinese characters, Arabic numerals, and 
the English title—and the non-syntactical, non-conventional distribution of 
a small number of words makes “Affair” an excellent example of concrete 
strategies.
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Zhan Bing’s reflections on the reasons for his “concrete” experiments res-
onate with the intermedial, universal ideal of concrete poets such as Gom-
ringer and Garnier:

One day in Tokyo, Japan, I was chatting with some painters and musi-
cians I knew. I voiced my envy thus: “Your works can be understood 
everywhere. But this is not the case with poems and novels since they 
are written with letters.” At that time I associated this thought with 
thinking about the means by which somebody who did not understand 
Chinese could write modern Chinese poetry. With these expectations in 
mind, I wrote two poems, “Affair” and “Self Portrait” (自畫像). I could 
not use verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and so on, so I only used nouns. 
With respect to the title of “Affair” I have the following to say: at that 
time I simply did not know how to write in Chinese, so how would I 
have been able to choose an adequate Chinese title? I really was unable 
to write [it in Chinese], so I chose to use a foreign language.

(Zhan Bing 1987, 60)

And yet Zhan Bing’s invocation of painting and music and the wish for an 
art form based on language, without being specific to a linguistic tradition, 
arises from different cultural and political factors: the situation of linguis-
tic colonialism, that is, the propagation of Japanese during Taiwan’s colonial 
period from the end of the nineteenth century to the end of WWII. Zhan Bing, 
a writer who had been educated in and written his early poetry in Japanese, 
here sketches a situation in which the search for another aesthetic language 
involves both a desire for transcultural circulation and the reaction to a spe-
cific, local situation of linguistic strife and dilemma. Zhan Bing could have 
chosen a Japanese title for his poem rather than the English word affair. But 
his aim was not merely to produce an internationally readable poem, but to 
make sure that it could not be read (only) as a Japanese work, since the Arabic 
numerals and the Chinese characters (read as kanji) did not sufficiently mark 
“Affair” as non-Japanese. According to his own statement, Zhan Bing was 
unable to choose a Chinese title for his poem at that time, but the choice of 
a French loanword lexicalized in the emerging global English seems particu-
larly apt, since it signals that the one of the first modern concrete poems in 
 Chinese is concrete (partly) because it is not completely written in Chinese. 
Zhan Bing’s “Affair” constitutes one of the very few examples of concrete 
poetry that springs from an experience of and resistance to colonialism and 
cultural oppression—a rather widespread global context that triggered the 
wave of decolonization after WWII. The lack of attention to such examples 
of concretion, as well as to the experimental poetry of most cultures of the 
communist block during the Cold War (with the exception of some Russian 
and Czech poets), illustrates that the “global” scope of concrete poetry was 
geopolitically rather exclusive (at least during its first decades), pointing to the 
dangers of generalizations about globalization and literature’s world status.
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What made concrete poetry global, then, was not the cosmopolitan fan-
tasy of its proponents, since their “world” turned out to be rather small, nor 
the ideal of a universally shared language that nurtured itself partly from a 
certain (capitalist) use of mass media and partly from orientalist notions of 
other scripts (especially Chinese). What did endow concrete poetry with a 
truly global scope were the new ways of thinking about creation and transla-
tion that it fostered. In a short poem, German poet Claus Bremer provides a 
concise, concrete reflection on translation. Consisting of the text “lesbares in 
unlesbares übersetzen” (“to translate the readable into the unreadable”), the 
poem subsequently eliminates spacing and superimposes its word material so 
as to create an unreadable, palimpsestic textual jumble (see Bann 1967, 51). 
As Bremer’s poem expresses, rather than doing away with translation, that 
is, eliminating the need to read a poem through a movement toward other 
media (thus making it “unreadable”), concrete poetry emphasizes trans-
lation since it renders language opaque rather than transparent, polyglot 
rather than univocal, and multi-medial rather than one-dimensional.

Notes

 1. Dimock adds the axis of temporality to her planetary approach in her 2003 
essay “Planetary Time and Global Translation.”

 2. Jing Tsu (2014) coined the term “literary governance” to account for the influence 
of unequally distributed linguistic value on patterns of intercultural circulation.

 3. For a discussion of the “translation” of film, see Nornes 2007.
 4. The sonic effects of concrete poetry, however, if such poems continue to use 

linguistic material at least, are dependent on one’s familiarity with the use of a 
given script. Despite the concretists’ fascination with non-phonetic scripts such 
as Chinese characters, most examples of concrete poetry use the alphabet or 
other phonetic scripts.

 5. Claus Clüver defines concrete poetry as “an intersemiotic or intermedia text” 
(2000, 34).

 6. I am not interested in policing the permeable limits between linguistic and visual 
material in order to distinguish concrete poetry from visual poetry by. My argu-
ment focuses instead on the connection and disconnection between concrete 
poetry and translation.

 7. Leibniz’s thoughts on a universal philosophical language were partly inspired 
by his understanding (or misunderstanding) of the Chinese script (see Bachner 
2013).

 8. Sergei Eisenstein’s reflections on the ideograph in “Beyond the Shot” were also 
influential for Noigandres (see de Campos 1965b, 20).

 9. Only a very small fraction of Chinese characters actually consists of pictographs 
or ideographs, while the largest number is composed of characters that combine 
a radical that indicates a general semantic value with a character used for its 
phonetic value.

 10. For a discussion of Western ideographic theories, especially in the context of 
European modernism, see Bush 2009.

 11. My translation of the original Portuguese into English bends orthographic 
rules in order to illustrate the combinatorial force of Sousândrade’s line; like 
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de Campos, I have highlighted the repeated units by quoting them in capital 
letters.

 12. François Cheng’s work on Chinese poetry was included in La traversée des 
signes (The Crossing of Signs), a 1975 volume edited by Julia Kristeva, as well 
as in de Campos’ edited volume Ideograma.

 13. For an overview of Chinese anagrammatic techniques, see Marney 1993. In a 
recent collection (2009), Taiwanese poet Chen Li 陳黎, who is also well-known 
for his concrete poems, foregrounded the tradition of Chinese anagrams in a 
series of anagrammatic riddles or yinzi shi 隱字詩 (“hidden character poems”).

 14. For a short discussion of non-Chinese poetry with Chinese characters, see Bach-
ner 2014.

 15. One notable exception is the inclusion of Czech poets (see Solt 1968, 22–28).
 16. For a thorough discussion of concrete poetry in Taiwan, see Ding 2000.
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10 The Literariness of Sport
Roger Kahn’s The Boys of Summer and  
C. L. R. James’ Beyond a Boundary in 
Search of a Genre

Grant Farred

So this long journey, which did not end in sorrow, began with the memory 
of a poem.

(Roger Kahn, The Boys of Summer, 1972 [2006, 205])

When I read that the Greeks educated their young people on poetry, gymnas-
tics and music I feel that I know what that means.

(C. L. R. James, Beyond a Boundary, 1963 [1993, 32])

It is difficult, upon reflection, to decide. Difficult, that is, because the project 
these writers undertake is to produce—to write, it would be more appro-
priate to say, to write into being—a genre that is largely presumed to be 
populist and therefore anti-canonical. Is this turn, taken by C. L. R. James 
in his 1963 cricket memoir Beyond a Boundary and Roger Kahn in his 
1972 non-fiction baseball book The Boys of Summer, a telling irony? Does 
it constitute a paradox, or—a proposition we must certainly entertain—is 
it entirely of a piece with the genre they are writing—writing toward? Is 
there an innate commensurability between James’ and Kahn’s immersion 
in canonical literature and their attempt to write a “poem,” as Kahn (2006, 
205) might have it, of the popular? Does the “memory” (Kahn 2006, 205) 
of the popular begin, reside already before itself, in an-other poem? Or, as 
James (1993, 32) puts it, is the poetry already inextricably interwoven into 
and through the Greek trilogy of “poetry, gymnastics and music”? Is that 
the gift the Greeks made us but we have been too slow to take it up, to 
recognize what exactly it is that the games meant? And, why should it be 
surprising that a genre that does not yet have a canon should turn, in writing 
its genre, to canons that are familiar, trusted, and to hand? A canon, that is, 
in which James and Kahn do not only think, but which, it is possible to sug-
gest, enable them to think about the genre of writing sport as a genre before 
they even take up the work of producing a genre.

However, what remains salient is that two of the three best books written 
on sport—the third being Eduardo Galeano’s 1995 history of world football, 
El fútbol a sol y sombra (Soccer in Sun and Shadow)—demonstrate much 
more than the inextricability of the literary from the struggle—because it is 
a struggle—to write sport. To write sport, as James and Kahn do, as a work 
of thought: to produce a genre, sui generis, beyond reportage, journalism, 
statistics, history, politics, even, blogs, and, of course, tweets—these are all, 



170 Grant Farred

each in their own way, valuable modes of writing sport. It is impossible to 
overestimate the value of opposing racism, as James and Kahn both do, or 
colonialism, which in many ways anchors Beyond a Boundary;1 it is impos-
sible to over-appreciate the quick wittedness and the sharp exchanges that 
mark sports radio, or the skill required to condense a critique and possibly a 
life’s philosophy into 144 characters. So, to write sport well, that is, to write  
sport beyond reportage and statistics—to think sport, in the way that Martin 
Heidegger posits thinking in What Is Called Thinking? (Was heißt Denken,  
1951–1952), is to imagine a way of writing that relays the full import of 
sport. To write sport is to recognize the im-possibility of leaving anything 
out, the necessity of having to write everything. To write the literariness 
of sport is to write in search of a genre, a writing that is already a genre  
because it could not imagine itself without the literary. Not surprising, then, 
that Kahn reads, aloud, with his parents at their literary soirees, Ulysses 
(1922), or that James’ foremost, most turned to text is William Makepeace 
Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1848). Both of these authors turn first, and then 
again, to the literary in thinking (for) the genre of writing sport.

It is not only literature, as such, in which James and Kahn are interested. 
It is not only literature to which they turn. Both Beyond a Boundary and The 
Boys of Summer are saturated by, and owe an obvious debt to, canonical 
 literature—in the discriminatory sense that T. S. Eliot and F. R. Leavis sought 
to make a canon. It is the canon, as it had been formed by I. A. Richards, Eliot, 
Leavis, and the various schools of New Critics, and as it was attacked since 
the 1960s (and for very good reasons, too), that shapes the ways in which 
James and Kahn think about writing; it is, moreover, the poetic way in which 
they strive to write sport. Kahn’s writing especially tends toward bathos,2 
conceived as it is—in advance—with a profound sense of loss and striving as it 
works to secure meaning for lives lived in the cause of US baseball integration.

The Brooklyn Dodgers, the team about whom Kahn writes in The Boys of 
Summer, were renowned for their hard luck. They lost pennants to the New 
York Giants (the famous “Shot heard around the world”) and the World 
Series to the New York Yankees. But their place in history is secure: this is 
the team of Jackie Robinson, the first black player in the major leagues. The 
Brooklyn Dodgers, previously known pejoratively—if good humoredly—
as “Dem Bums,” integrated baseball and hence changed the game forever. 
Still, the reality of defeat must be reckoned with, and this Kahn does in a 
way we might colloquially pronounce pure poetry: “You may glory in a 
team triumphant, but you fall in love with a team in defeat. Losing after a 
great striving is the story of man, who was born to sorrow, whose sweetest 
songs tell of saddest thought and who, if he is a hero, does nothing in life as 
becomingly as leaving it” (Kahn 2006, xii). This is not the cadence of sports 
journalism. The echoes here are of Shakespeare and his “seven ages” of man 
(Shakespeare 2005, 666). No wonder then that one of the genres to which 
The Boys of Summer could be assigned given the Shakespearean overtones 
and Kahn’s attention to loss (and love, because there is something honorable 
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about loving those who lose, and lose with dignity) and coming to maturity, 
is the Bildungsroman: The Boys of Summer, like Beyond a Boundary in its 
own, is a coming of age narrative—“the story of man,” the man in his mid-
dle years, as the retired Brooklyn Dodger players are when Kahn journeys 
across America, from Massachusetts to southern California to the Midwest 
and the Ozarks, to talk with them about the summertime of their lives, in 
early preparation for “leaving.” If we do not, with any precision, have the 
language to think the genre of sports writing, what kind of language offers 
itself as a language for thinking the writing of sport?

For Kahn and James the answer is entirely self-evident. The language that 
is struggled toward is to be found, for them, in the texts that they know 
best. Their greatest intellectual resource is the books that they encoun-
tered and engaged with so routinely growing up as intensely literate sons 
of the middle-ranking bourgeoisie. Both their fathers, Gordon Kahn (to 
whom The Boys of Summer is dedicated) and Robert James, were teachers. 
Their respective milieus, colonial Trinidad and a Jewish enclave in Brook-
lyn (“conversation spun from Eliot to Sholokhov, with a touch of Mann, a 
dash of Auden, a suspicion of Edna St. Vincent Millay” [Kahn 2006, 40]), 
trained them exquisitely in the habit of reading. In significant ways, how-
ever, both James and Kahn owe a substantial reading debt to their mothers. 
In Kahn’s case, it always seems to revolve around James Joyce. Before one 
soiree of group reading, Olga Kahn announces: “‘The chapter tonight is 
about Hamlet and simply full of puns.’ She was carrying the red-covered 
Modern Library Ulysses. ‘The scene symbolizes the classic Scylla and Cha-
rybdis’” (Kahn 2006, 137). Olga, a Cornell University-trained scholar in the 
classics, rarely misses the opportunity to remind her family and friends of 
her expertise in her field; Homer, in this case. Elizabeth James, for her part, 
is a voluminous if indiscriminate reader:

[M]y mother … was a reader, one of the most tireless I have ever 
known. Usually it was novels, any novel. Scott, Thackeray, Dickens, 
Hall Caine, Stevenson, Mrs. Henry Wood, Charlotte Brontë, Charlotte 
Braeme, Shakespeare, (she had her own copy which I read to pieces), 
Balzac, Nathaniel Hawthorne, a woman called Mrs. E.D.E.N. South-
worth, Fenimore Cooper, Nat Gould, Charles Garvice, anything and 
everything, and as she put them I picked them up.

(James 1993, 16)

“Tireless” readers, it might be argued, are genetically predisposed to repro-
duce themselves—through practice, however, as much as biology. Or, read-
ing is cultivated as an “E.D.E.N”-ic habit. When James (1993, 18) declares 
himself a “British intellectual before I was ten,” he is simply reiterating 
the effects of his mother’s reading practices—he is cataloguing his influ-
ences and, as imprecisely as Elizabeth James’ indiscriminate consump-
tion of novels, he is mapping the path from Thackeray, Shakespeare, and  
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Charlotte Brontë to what he pronounces to be his “British” intellectuality. 
The only way to produce a genre is to read; or, to read for it; that is, to be 
practiced in reading canonical literature, knowingly or indiscriminately.

Immersed as James and Kahn are in this kind of literature and culture, it 
seems inevitable that they, in their writing cricket and baseball respectively, 
will turn to the genre of writing in which they are most deeply grounded. 
A mode of thinking about language, about how to use words that have 
their beginnings in imperial Britain and Irish nationalism; Kahn and James 
understand literature as that mode of thinking which trains the reader in the 
art of linguistic command and facility. In Beyond a Boundary and The Boys 
of Summer, literature stands as that form of language that most eloquently, 
and thought-provokingly, equips these readers to understand—and expound 
upon, through contemplations on baseball and cricket—why the Greeks 
forged such an unbreakable bond among poetry, gymnastics, and music.

For James and Kahn, the canon is the repository of, the first port of 
call for, a poetics of and for sport. Even now, so early in our encounter 
with The Boys of Summer, there are already other literary echoes to a work 
that takes its title from a Dylan Thomas poem (2014, 56) that opens with 
the verse “I see the boys of summer in their ruin.” Audible is Kahn’s own 
poetry, which we partook of just a moment ago: “[T]he story of man, who 
was born to sorrow, whose sweetest songs tell of saddest thought and who, 
if he is a hero, does nothing in life as becomingly as leaving it.” The final 
line of the first stanza of Thomas’ poem, “O see the pulse of summer in the 
ice” (Thomas 2014, 57), demonstrates the extent to which Kahn’s writing 
is marked by Shakespeare. Dylan Thomas’ poetry has inspired Kahn’s own; 
more than that, it inspires a genre, the desire to write about sport in such a 
way as to make sport at once central and entirely secondary to that writing.

James grasps this in his declaration about cricket: “Cricket is a game of 
high and difficult technique. If it were not it could not carry the load of social 
response and implications which it carries. I played for years, but from the 
start that was secondary.” (James 1993, 34) The phrase of record here is: 
“but from the start that was secondary.” It matters not that James “played 
for years,” or that in short, sustained moments he showed himself capable of 
being an adept opening bowler. What is of consequence is how reading Thac-
keray, Shakespeare, “Dickens, George Eliot and the whole bunch of English 
novelists” (James 1993, 28) enabled him to both understand the “load of 
social response and implications” cricket carries and to write those “impli-
cations” into being. For this reason, it is writing sport that is primary: that is 
what matters. It is his love of the literary that compels James to try to find a 
way to write sport in a manner—through crafting a new genre out of neces-
sity, out of an extant one—that relegates to the “secondary”—without super-
annuating—the facts, figures, statistics of the game, without overlooking a 
player’s record. How does one write sport in such a way that captures the 
“spirit of the game” (James [1993, 28] describes himself as “a Puritan who 
would have cut off a finger sooner than do anything contrary to the ethics 
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of the game”)? How does a writer craft a genre that can honor the “boys of 
summer in their ruin” or give voice to the “pulse of summer in the ice?”

To form the habit of reading in the canonical way that James and Kahn 
do is to know the almost monastic quality of reading. To learn to read is 
to know the mode of life practiced by Gramsci’s traditional intellectual. 
Gramsci, of course, favored the organic intellectual over the traditional one 
but, given the intense solitariness of Gramsci’s prison thinking, one might 
venture that it is not the practice of reading to which Gramsci objects, but  
rather that he takes issue with the reactionary politics of the traditional 
intellectual.3 To cultivate the habit of reading is to learn how to read alone, 
to read in a manner that engulfs James before he is ten years old: “A British  
intellectual before I was ten, already an alien in my own environment 
among my own people, even my own family.” (James 1993, 18) To read 
toward a genre, to read for the genre that is not yet, and will only emerge  
through Beyond a Boundary and The Boys of Summer, is to read as no one 
else in the colony does—it is a singular form of isolation, reading alone in 
the company of one’s highly literate and literary family. It is to read repeti-
tively, to read without fully, in the act of reading itself, understanding how 
the anti-colonial colonial’s “social and political instincts” can be “nursed on 
Dickens and Thackeray” (James 1993, 52). To read Thackeray, for whom 
James can only begin to explain his love, is to understand that reading not 
only stays with you but leads you to an unprecedented form of writing.

We are not yet there, but we are closer to grasping, in the light of this 
insight—the “political instincts” nurtured through reading Dickens and 
Thackeray—what James means when he credits Thackeray rather than Marx 
for his political formation. At the core of this difficulty is an anti-colonial 
paradox. It is not only that colonialism made of Thackeray an imperial fig-
ure through which Britain could display its cultural virtues, but that James, 
having read his way to Thackeray, makes of the nineteenth-century novelist 
a global figure—a genre-producing figure—of the most unexpected variety. 
Perhaps it is a simple matter after all. This might be what James (1993, 39) 
means when he says: “Thackeray, not Marx, bears the heaviest responsibil-
ity for me”: it is Thackeray, the emblematic literary figure of all the nov-
els Elizabeth James read, all the Greek and Latin James learned at Queens 
Royal College, all those many books of literature and criticism that he took 
out from the public library in his home town of Tunapuna, who allows 
James to produce a genre for writing sport.

It is Thackeray and that other keen critic of Victorian England’s excesses 
and failures, Dickens, who “nursed” James toward this new genre whose 
roots must be traced to literature before history, or autobiography, or sociol-
ogy. Marx, after all, was declarative on this issue, issuing a pronouncement 
entirely incommensurate with James’ thinking on sport. Marx’s description 
of religion as the “opium of the people” (Marx 1975, 175) has already been 
extended to sport (see Bain-Selbo 2008). And Trotsky too, as James finds out, 
“has said that workers were deflected from politics by sports” (James 1993, 
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153). Beyond a Boundary is James’ stiff rejoinder to Marx and Trotsky, with 
both of whom he shared, as we well know, a politics: “We shall know more 
of what men want and what they live by when we begin from what they 
do.” (James 1993, 182) To begin with, one of the things men, and women, 
do is sport. Often it is something they “live by.” Beyond a Boundary seeks to 
write that mode of being. It begins its thinking from sport so that it might 
“know more of what men want”; what it might want as much, if not more, 
than the right, as James struggled for, of West Indians to “be free to govern” 
themselves (James 1993, 115). Cricket is inextricable from that struggle.

It is why Kahn, in a rather odd moment, finds himself pressed into cul-
tural duty by Charlie Dressen, the manager of the Dodgers. Asked if there 
is any value in reading by Dressen, whom Kahn dubs a “semigrammatical 
encyclopedist” (Kahn 2006, 188), the sports journalist immediately responds 
that the team is composed entirely of—Olga Kahn apart—canonical literary 
figures:

“I can read good. Newspapers and magazines and them. But I never 
read a book. Ya think I should?”

I was instant ambassador from culture to the dugout. They were all 
behind as I stood on the old boards, Shakespeare and Southey, Dante 
and Hardy, Olga Kahn, Shelley, Hemingway, Housman and, in my 
right hand, Dostoyevsky. “Sure, Charlie,” I said on behalf of literature. 
“It would help your vocabulary. You’d learn new words. You’d make 
better speeches and all.” I was addressing a major league manager as 
one might speak to a truant boy of ten.

(Kahn 2006, 150)

When Dressen, the “major league manager” now cast in the role of errant 
schoolboy, inquires about the wisdom of reading a book, Kahn’s thinking 
reveals itself to be not only motivated “on behalf of literature” but steeped  
in it. Shakespeare, Dante, Hardy, Dostoevsky, these are the names that auto-
matically come to him when he thinks about reading a “book.” It seems 
that canonical figures are the only ones who write books proper. In this 
way, Kahn almost reveals more about his canonical proclivities than the 
grammatically challenged Dressen does about his limited view of what con-
stitutes reading. Reading anything outside the canon would not amount to 
reading a book, for Kahn. Roger Kahn, son of Olga Kahn the classicist, not 
even but especially in the environs of baseball, a sport detested by the Cor-
nell graduate. Kahn’s thinking is inextricably bound to the canon.

The Globalization of Colonialism

What do the British know of what they have done there? Precious lit-
tle. The colonial peoples, particularly the West Indians, scarcely know 
themselves as yet. It has taken me a long time to begin to understand.

(James 1993, 24)
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The colonizing power cannot know, in advance or even ex post facto, what 
kind of effects the imperial center’s literary genres will have; how those 
genres will be read, what will be made of them. James, moving with ease 
between Thackeray and the Greeks, is clear: sport matters. It is there in the 
Greek educational system, in the games they created, and it is especially 
present in Greek dramas—the games “became a centre for the intellectual 
life of Greece” (James 1993, 156). The empire did not know that by glo-
balizing itself it would unleash Thackeray’s “social and political instincts” 
and, moreover, that it would create the need for a genre of writing that 
did not, until that moment, know that such a need for its nonexistent self 
existed. Or, as James might insist, that the politics of the genre was buried by 
those who studied the classics (and historians of Victorian England, who find 
no place for W. G. Grace in their account of how Victorian England came 
to enjoy such global preeminence) without recognizing that the subjects of 
Ancient Greece organized their lives, at least every four years, according to 
what it was they wanted—and what cultural terms they wanted to live by. 
It is because of the centrality of the games to people’s lives that James can 
mock the rhetorician and satirist Lucian as the “Bernard Shaw of his day”; 
Lucian, James says, “like many other Greek philosophers, sneered at the 
games. He sneered, but he could not keep away” (James 1993, 155).

How does one write in or, rather, for a genre when one only glimpses—
in moments that stretch back to the Ancients and extend into the twenti-
eth century—burdened by the full weight of history, what one is writing 
toward? To approach the politics of writing genre in this way is to recog-
nize genre-making as nothing other than the event: it changes everything 
about the way in which we think the canon, how we think the ideology of 
empire, how we think colonial education. Our thinking, in James’ terms, 
must begin from the proposition that we know “precious little.” To phrase 
this awkwardly, the not-yet already-was genre of writing sport, in its colo-
nial West Indian context, disarticulates the metropolitan nation from itself 
as much as it provides the generic wherewithal—reading, writing, think-
ing about the practice of reading—for the undoing of empire. Reading 
Thackeray, Dickens, and Shakespeare, ballasted by the Greeks, means, for 
James, that cricket, as a “game of high and difficult technique,” a game that 
carries immense “social” responsibilities, cannot be written as it has been. 
Genre demands the writing of Beyond a Boundary. It compels James, by the 
force of Greek drama and colonial and anti-colonial history, to become a 
canonically equipped “ambassador” for the genre that was—and yet never 
fully was—but is not yet because his age “scarcely knew itself.” In order to 
understand it himself, there is nothing for James to do but begin by writing 
Beyond a Boundary. It is only in this way that the genre that is not yet fully 
itself, has never fully come into itself, can be written into being.

Such an understanding of Beyond a Boundary sheds new light on James’ 
most memorable dictum, “Cricket had plunged me into politics long before 
I was aware of it. When I did turn to politics I did not have too much to 
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learn.” (James 1993, 65) Indeed, cricket did plunge James headlong into 
the politics of anti-colonialism, anti-imperialism, and Trotskyism. But the 
road to that politics began when he first read, indiscriminately, his mother’s 
Thackeray, Scott, Stevenson. It is that habit that propelled him to under-
take the work of making a genre out of “cricket and English literature,” 
both of which “fed an inexhaustible passion” (James 1993, 34). Cricket and 
English literature threw James headlong into the politics of genre-making. 
And about this James did have a great deal to learn: it is easier, especially 
ex post facto, in the moment supplementary to the event, to identify the 
politics in cricket than it is to write a genre—a sui generis way of writing 
sport that makes possible, maybe even demands, that sport be written dif-
ferently. A genre of writing sport that is distinct, in excess of, a singular 
(and superior) mode of thinking sport. A genre of writing sport that rec-
ognizes the politics always inherent to sport—a history that stretches back 
before Jesse Owens, Muhammad Ali, the 1968 Mexico Olympics, right up 
to today’s revolts against the commodification of sport—but understands 
that lives lived by sport always have a fractious and complicated relation-
ship to politics, history, race, racism, homophobia, the exploitation of ath-
letes, to name just some of the issues that sport has to address—even in its 
silences. James understands all this, as Beyond a Boundary makes apparent, 
but it is clear that this book intends to write politics in order to under-
score the anti-colonial and the nationalist project, but also to write beyond 
it. To write so that a genre of writing sport might know that in order to 
write sport another James maxim must be amended. “What know they of 
cricket,” James asks, “who only cricket know?” Indeed, but, what know 
they of writing sport who only sport know?

Kahn articulates the difficulty of giving the self over to the project of 
writing without precedent, without an extant mode, more directly than 
James. Kahn, who worked as a sports journalist at the Herald Tribune cov-
ering the Dodgers, knows that he must undertake a writing like no other 
he has ever done. Not the various kinds of journalism, from the Tribune 
to Sports Illustrated, he has done. No, something entirely new, sui generis: 
“One book, I thought. I’ll write one book that I want to write. A book for 
readers, of course. But first a book for myself alone.” (Kahn 2006, 440) 
But it is, of course, not for himself “alone” because to write a book such as 
The Boys of Summer or Beyond a Boundary is to write for the “one book” 
that, as T. S. Eliot might have it, makes a tradition possible (see Eliot 2014). 
All tradition, in Eliot’s sense, flows from the individual’s talent—from the 
individual’s understanding of how her or his book addresses other books 
in the tradition, from the individual’s ability to, in James’ phrase, catch the 
“basic rhythms of English prose” (James 1993, 17) and, of course, to add to 
that rhythm, to extend the body of prose that constitutes the tradition. The 
tradition begins, before all else, with a reader of a lifetime determining to 
“write one book”; the tradition depends upon the individual’s well trained 
ambition.
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Kahn’s motivation is entirely of a piece with Eliot’s vision of the tradition. 
He wants to write this “one book” because he knows, as practicing journal-
ist and canonically and classically trained reader, that this “one book”—the 
book that makes a genre possible—has not yet been written. It is in this way 
that The Boys of Summer and Beyond a Boundary belong to each other, nur-
tured as they are by the same ambition to write that one book—to write that 
book at any cost. They belong, politically, to the same mid-century moment 
of radical politics the world over: the anti-colonial movement, Third World 
independence, the Civil Rights movement, breaking the color line in baseball, 
anti-war protests, an unprecedented youth movement, the early disillusion-
ment with the postcolonial condition, all part of a post-War world in turmoil 
from about 1947 until around 1980—and not even then, fully, of course.

Most importantly, however, these two books, these two thinkers of pol-
itics, race, racism, and sport, belong to each other in the most fundamental 
way: they are the readers of the canon of English literature who used the 
canon to create a new genre, one whose particular demands are seldom rec-
ognized. James and Kahn capture, in Beyond a Boundary and The Boys of 
Summer respectively, the intense, life-defining, poetic rhythms of sport. Their 
work, through intense self-interrogation and explication (must all work on 
sport begin, inexorably, painfully, with the Self?), departs from the most 
basic—and therefore constitutive—place: where it is men and women live, 
and why it is they dedicate so much of their lives to sport. It is what, as both 
James and Kahn (or, Olga Kahn, at the very least) would say, bonds us—in 
our distant, and yet not, moment—to the Greeks and their games. There is 
no need to dissemble, if that is the appropriate term, like Lucian. Attend the 
games without apology or deception; attend the games and enjoy them, revel 
in them. This gets us closest to the truth of Beyond a Boundary and The Boys 
of Summer: these are works written from that most felicitous of locales; 
these are works conceived in relation to the canon of Literature; these are 
works conceived in an “inexhaustible passion” for cricket, or baseball, and 
English literature. These are, then, nothing other than works of love. It might 
not be a singular requirement, but it is a salient—and an absolute—demand.

 “I see the boys of summer in their ruin,” and it matters not. “It was 
pleasant with the writers,” the young reporter Kahn acknowledges, before 
admitting his true affections, “but it was magic among the ball players” 
(Kahn 2006, 29). Kahn is determined, as James says in relation to the critical 
integrity of his close friend Learie Constantine, to see them, the ball players 
Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese, Billy Cox, and Roy Campanella, to “see 
them whole.” Kahn sees them whole, but he sees for their “magic.” The ball 
players are magical because they allow Kahn, first as the Tribune reporter 
and then as experienced journalist and then as a friend (especially to Jackie 
Robinson and Pee Wee Reese), to craft a genre in which love—for the game, 
for the players, for how they play the game, for how the Dodgers lose—is 
the first and preeminent ingredient. What know they of cricket, who love 
not cricket? Or baseball?
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Notes

 1. For a very recent and promising paper on cricket and postcolonialism in Beyond 
a Boundary, see Frassinelli 2013 (see also Frassinelli and Watson 2013). For an 
older and by now classical account, see Lazarus 1992 (see also the definitive 
version in Lazarus 1999, 144–99). Illuminating on James’ cricket, politics, and 
novelistic canon is also Gair 2006.

 2. For an excellent recent account of bathos, see Sutherland 2010.
 3. For my postcolonial retooling of Gramsci’s organic intellectual, see Farred 2003, 

3–15.
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11 The Mozambican Ghost Story
Global Genre or Local Form?

Peter Joost Maurits

In a short and provocative article, Mariano Siskind outlines his theory of 
world literature based on what he calls “genres of world literature.” One of 
these genres, according to him, is the ghost story. Because the figure of the 
ghost is “omnipresent” in “all the literatures of the world,” this allows us to 
produce “order in a world of textual chaos,” says Siskind (2012, 345).

The merit of Siskind’s proposal lies in bringing together two debates that 
resurfaced after the collapse of state socialism: the one on world literature 
and the one on the ghost story. However, although he does take some time 
to elucidate his specific cosmopolitan understanding of world literature 
(Siskind 2014), he glosses over the debate on the ghost story. This is prob-
lematic because it is precisely the omnipresence of the ghost story that, as 
Siskind himself notes, can bring order to the discussion on world literature, 
which is his prime concern.

The ghost story debate re-intensified after the publication of Derrida’s 
Specters of Marx (1994). Drawing on Specters, scholars increasingly used 
the term “ghost” as a metaphor for a “haunting” or “absent” presence, and 
understood the ghost as inherently political. Thus, the categories of the 
ghost and, by extension, of the ghost story were opened up to include traces 
of history in the present and even the non-totalizability of language. Siskind 
(2012, 348), for example, defines the ghost story as any text with a ghostly 
presence, which hence includes The Bible, Hamlet and, for example, The 
Communist Manifesto. Even more exemplary of this tendency to open up 
the genre is Julian Wolfreys’ Victorian Hauntings, which argues that “all sto-
ries are, more or less, ghost stories” (2002, 3). Thus, this trend, which Roger 
Luckhurst (2002, 527) has even called the “spectral turn,” reinforced the 
idea of the omnipresence of the ghost story, a genre that had been declared 
dead already in the 1970s when Julia Briggs (1977, 44) claimed that “[t]he 
ghost story … no longer has any capacity for growth or adaption.”

However, many objections were raised. Martin Jay argued that “in cel-
ebrating spectral returns as such, the precise content of what is repeated 
may get lost” (Jay 1998, 162). Luckhurst (2002, 542) added that in this 
manner “ghosts” are disconnected from their “phantasmogenetic centres”—
the places, causes, and contexts that produce them and of which they are a 
“symptom”—which undermines their political potential. Similarly, Bown, 
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Burdett, and Thurschwell (2004, 12) argued that these Specters-influenced  
readings are “evocative and generalizing,” and they instead called for stud-
ies that focus on how ghost stories “signif[y]” differently in different con-
texts. Their collection of essays is a promising critical take on the spectral 
turn and is followed, for example, by Smajić (2010) and Hay (2011). The 
emphasis of these studies following Bown, Burdett, and Thurschwell is on 
the Victorian and the (native) American ghost story, but a study of other cul-
tures could help to historicize the apparent omnipresence of the ghost story. 
Thus, in this chapter I answer their call by looking at ghost stories from  
Mozambique written in Portuguese.

Three preliminary remarks should be made at this point. First, this is not 
an attempt to deny the unequal representation of ghost stories from African 
countries in the canon of ghost stories, which would at best hide the causes 
of this inequality. Rather, this chapter shows why the African ghost story is 
underrepresented.

Second, the figure of the ghost in literature from the African continent is 
frequently read as a normal part of the African context. Certainly, ghosts 
play an important role in different African cultures in general and their lit-
eratures in particular. However, ghosts were, and still are, common figures 
in European cultures and literatures, too, yet this is not (and should not be 
according to, for example, Smith 2010, 1–9) reflected in literary studies. 
Moreover, the novel, and also the short story and poetry, were ultimately 
imported to Mozambique from Europe (Hamilton 1975), and with them 
the figure of the ghost. Certainly, after arrival, “foreign forms” mixed with 
“local materials” and “local forms,” to use the terms of Moretti’s (2000, 
58–65) law of literary evolution. But this means that when reading a ghost 
story from the African continent, we need to take this law into account, with 
its emphasis on Western formal imperialism, to avoid careless generaliza-
tions (as in, for example, Peeren 2012).

Third, the ghost story is notoriously difficult to define, starting from the 
question of what a ghost is (see Briggs 1977, 12). In this chapter, ghosts 
are any entities that the narratives refer to as “ghosts” or “apparitions,” or 
describe as the returning dead.

In what follows, I will try to establish the chronology of Mozambican 
ghost stories. I will point briefly to the first ghost figures in Mozambican lit-
erature and proceed to what I see as the first Mozambican ghost story. Sub-
sequently, I will focus on two periods in which the ghost story was especially 
prominent: the transition from socialism to capitalism during the 1980s; and 
the period following years of droughts, floods, and famines around 2006.

The (Mozambican) Ghost Story

The figure of the ghost has always played an important role in Mozambican 
literature written in Portuguese. The literature’s emergence intersected with 
the golden age of the modern ghost story. And even though no ghost story was 
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published in the first decades—in the mid-nineteenth century, Mozambican 
literary production is limited almost exclusively to poetry—terrifying ghosts 
were already present in the work of Jose Pedro da Silva Campos d’Oliveira, 
Mozambique’s first poet. For example, his 1866 poem Uma visão (A Vision) 
reads: “What terrifying ghosts appear quietly, silently before my eyes.”). By 
the twentieth century, such ghosts can be found everywhere, including, for 
example, Rui de Noronha’s 1935 A poesia morreu (The Poetry Died) and 
Rui Knopfli’s 1959 Diagnosis (Diagnóstico).

The first ghost story was published in 1965: Orlando Mendes’ Portagem 
(Toll), which also happens to be considered Mozambique’s first novel. It 
must be noted that it is debatable whether the novel as a whole can be called 
a ghost story, since there is only one scene containing ghosts. There are, 
however, two main reasons for reading it in the context of the ghost story. 
First, the novel could be read as a series of short stories, the ghost story 
being one of them. And second, the fragment is remarkably similar to the 
European ghost story and can as such serve as a backdrop against which to 
read the more “Mozambicanized” versions of the genre that will follow by 
adding Moretti’s local materials and forms to the foreign form.

Portagem was published during Mozambique’s colonial period, three years 
after the foundation of the Frelimo liberation group, which would eventually 
liberate the country. It is influenced by Portuguese neo-realism (PNR), which, 
in turn, was influenced by the Marxist notion of class struggle. From the per-
spective of PNR, literature was seen as an agent of social intervention. The-
matically, these works focused on the conflicts between the oppressors and 
the oppressed, and formally, they were narrated from the point of view of the 
latter. Portagem is narrated in the third-person mode by a semi-omniscient 
narrator, from the perspective of the protagonist João Xilim. Xilim, son of a 
white father and a black slave mother, suffers colonial oppression and tries 
to gain social mobility on his own. However, unlike in the PNR-works (but 
not unlike in many of the PNR-influenced Mozambican short stories that 
preceded it), in Portagem, class struggle of the oppressed is ultimately unsuc-
cessful. Xilim ends up as a wage laborer unable to protect his family from 
abuse. The novel as such does not seem to create hope for the colonized class, 
which might explain why it was not seen as politically controversial at the 
time and was able to elude Portuguese censors (Brookshaw 1989).

The ghost story, however, is an exception and, as such, one of Portagem’s 
most crucial scenes. First, framed by the main narrative, it breaks with the 
PNR point of view to take on the perspective of the modern ghost story. The 
point of view changes from the oppressed to the haunted oppressor—from 
Xilim to his first employer, patrão (master) Campos. Second, the class strug-
gle of the haunting oppressed is successful. In the scene, Campos’ mine col-
lapses because he refused to spend some of his profits on safety measures. As 
a result, a group of miners is killed but returns to haunt Campos inside his 
colonial mansion. The patrão tries to flee the ghosts, but in his flight falls off 
a mountain and dies. Afterwards, Campos’ daughter tries to take over the 
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mine and run it in a more humane manner, but, as it becomes clear later on, 
she fails, loses her money and power, and the mine falls into decay.

Thus, while the narrative as a whole addresses the main contradiction of 
colonial society—the struggle between the oppressor the oppressed—and 
that which reproduces this society—exploitation—the ghost story sug-
gests a way to resolve the contradiction. Indeed, the miners’ rage is fueled 
by social inequality. And while Xilim fails as an individual, the miners as 
a collective gain the power to exercise that rage, enter the colonial man-
sion, and overthrow the colonial oppressor. But the very ontological status 
of the event—dead men acting—and the view from the master Campos’ 
perspective—encouraging the reader to fear the ghosts as much as he 
does—diminishes the threat such a scene might pose.

The next ghost story, Mia Couto’s A história dos aparecidos (The Tale of 
the Two Who Returned from the Dead), would only be published in 1986. 
It is important to shortly outline the political situation in Mozambique, 
which by that time had changed drastically. Colonization had ended by then 
(in 1975) and Mozambique had become a socialist country (in 1977), after 
which it became entangled in a civil war that would last until 1992. The  
war was started by South Africa, which had founded an armed group (later 
called Renamo) to spread terror amongst the Mozambican population with 
the aim of destabilizing the socialist government. It succeeded, because  
Frelimo (now the government party) had not had the time to establish a sta-
ble socialist state and could not deal with the problem on its own. The allied 
bloc formed by the socialists and the communists was in decline. More-
over, the capitalist countries, most importantly the USA, would not support 
Mozambique because the destabilization fit into Reagan’s plans to defeat  
the Soviet bloc (Martin 1989). Consequently, from 1984 on, the govern-
ment found itself forced to gradually integrate Mozambique into Western 
financial institutions, which culminated in the introduction of Structural 
Adjustment Programs in 1987 (Mhone 1992).

With the withering away of the socialist state certain literary forms 
started to wane as well. During the liberation struggle, and later under the 
encouragement of the Frelimo government—also a key publisher during the 
time—literature was in line with leftist realist movements, as the example of 
Portagem shows. However, Vozes anoitecidas (Voices Made Night), Couto’s 
collection of short stories in which The Tale of the Two Who Returned from 
the Dead was published, was influenced by Latin American writers such 
as João Guimarães Rosa and Gabriel García Márquez, and is seen as the 
work that breaks with this realist tradition. Although later celebrated for 
its literary innovations (Brookshaw 1989, 2), the collection was initially 
reproached for not being realist enough, and for diverging too far from the 
lines set out by Zhdanov in 1934 because of its use of anti-heroes and the 
supernatural. The discussion ended only after Couto received the endorse-
ment of José Craveirinha, arguably Mozambique’s greatest poet, whose 
authority no one dared to question (Mendonça 2008, 29–31).
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Voices Made Night changed the Mozambican ghost story, too, but not by 
distancing itself from PNR. Rather, in The Tale, PNR and the ghost story are 
fused together. Before this can be shown, however, it is necessary to shortly 
summarize the story and discuss the two dominant readings.

The story can be summarized as follows. Two men arrive at their relo-
cated village after a flood wipes out their original one. They are refused 
entry, and for three reasons. First, the villagers think the men died in the 
flood, and take them for ghosts. Second, although this fear diminishes after 
hearing the men’s voices, they are still not allowed to enter because they 
are not “included in the estimate [considerados]” of the food help program 
(Couto 1990, 72; 1987, 130); moreover, there is already a food shortage for 
the villagers, while the village officials always have enough to eat. And third, 
the two men cannot be registered for food help, the villagers say, because 
if they try to register two “ghosts,” the district government will “punish” 
them for “obscurantism” (Couto 1990, 73). The two men protest by saying 
they are not ghosts, but nobody knows how to prove this. After three days, 
which the men spend at Professor Samuel’s house, a government commis-
sion arrives and decides they are to be considered part of the “population 
in existence” (76).

Literary scholars tend to read The Tale not as a ghost story but as a criti-
cal reflection on the contemporary Mozambican society. These readings can 
be broadly divided in two groups. According to the first one, the motif of 
officials having food while the villagers do not criticizes the corruption of 
the Mozambican government (see, for example, Afolabi 2001). And for the 
second one, the motif of villagers seeing the two men as ghosts, which might 
ultimately lead to their exclusion from the village, criticizes the bureaucrati-
zation of the Mozambican government (see, for example, Gonçalves 2009). 
As the above summary indicates, to a certain extent the text and also the 
extra-textual situation seem to allow for these readings: government offi-
cials in the story do have more to eat than the villagers, there were problems 
with food distribution in Mozambique, and it is known that Couto was 
critical of this.

Both kinds of readings, however, are problematic. To start with the first 
one, after Mozambican independence, a new (national) bourgeoisie arose 
that used its position to accumulate capital at the expense of the proletariat, 
not unlike what Frantz Fanon described in 1961 in “The Trials and Tribula-
tions of National Consciousness” (Fanon 2004, 97–144). That happened not 
just via the legal channels of exploitation that capitalism offers, but also via 
channels not made legal, that is, corruption. But it did not happen directly 
after colonization (Hunt 1985, 88). Especially in the early socialist Mozam-
bique, fighting corruption was at the heart of government policy because 
corruption was seen as a characteristic of the former colonizer. From the 
left (for example, Bowen 1992) to the right (for example, USAID 2005), it is 
agreed upon that government corruption during that time was uncommon. 
Moreover, as shown by Hanlon (2004) among others, the rise of government 
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corruption in Mozambique is very much related to the increased influence 
of international institutions such as the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund, and to the increase of donor aid coming into the country. 
But, as mentioned above, this occurred mainly after the story had already 
been published. The argument that the story legitimately reflects on the con-
temporary corrupt government, then, does not hold up. At most it serves as 
a warning about potential future pitfalls, as Brookshaw suggests (1989, 4), 
and is in this sense a literary counterpart to Fanon’s essay.

It is important to realize this in order not to miss the thematic proximity 
of The Tale to a PNR-influenced narrative such as Portagem. Indeed, as  
M. Anne Pitcher (2006, 102) reminds us, calling attention to corruption  
is not necessarily a neutral gesture: it has been one of the “standard features 
of most neo-liberal agendas (a part of their implicit puritanical moralizing) 
in developing countries,” and it serves as a justification to impose neoliberal 
measures—a desire fueled by a sense of special urgency in the case of social-
ist countries. Thus, the argument that the story is a critique of corruption 
opens up the possibility to argue that the story is neoliberal propaganda. 
And even though it is explicitly indicated in the story that the “materialista” 
government (Couto 1987, 131; the adjective “materialista” is omitted from 
the English translation) is to blame for the problem of the ghosts, it seems 
that the rest of the story does not corroborate this. This becomes clear if the 
remark on the food problem is seen in relation to the lines that precede and 
follow it. Professor Samuel, who addresses the problem of food distribution, 
starts that remark with the observation that the “officials here aren’t like the 
ones in other villages,” and ends it with a certain declaration of faith in the 
system: the villagers wrote to their “superiors” and a commission is now on 
its way to investigate the issue (Couto 1990, 73). These remarks should be 
read in conjunction, because although the village in the former remark can 
be read, as is suggested in the first kind of reading, as a metonymy for the 
state (as, for example, the village officials are taken to represent the national 
government), the latter problematizes such a reading. Samuel calls not for a 
foreign intervention, then, but for an internal, national solution.

The second of the two kinds of readings mentioned above is problematic 
because it rules out the possibility that the ghost characters are ghosts from 
the start. For these readings argue that the government is simply unable to 
recognize that the men are not ghosts, even though great care is taken in the 
narrative to create uncertainty as to their ontological status. Moreover, even 
if we were to accept the ghosts/men in The Tale of the Two Who Returned 
from the Dead as a symptom of a bureaucratized government, this can-
not explain why practically all the characters, and not just the government 
officials, help sustain this uncertainty. This begins with the title (“The Two 
Who Returned from the Dead”), and continues in the first page, where the 
narrator makes it clear that the “dead” should not cross the border of their 
world, but that some “persist in coming back,” which is “what happened in 
that village” (Couto 1990, 71). Later on, the narrator either calls them by 
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their given name or uses terms indicating that they are indeed ghosts, for 
example, “the dead,” “two dead people who had returned without warn-
ing,” and “the appeared,” (71–75). The villagers enhance the idea that the 
men are ghosts by arguing that the men “died,” are “ghosts,” “souls,” talk 
like “spirits,” and “don’t exist.” The men themselves are initially certain that 
they are “alive,” but then say that they are “someone,” and eventually con-
sider the possibility that they are indeed “dead” (72–76). This uncertainty is 
never resolved. It is true that the narrative ends with the commission stating 
that the “two individuals [elementos] who arrived in the village … should 
be deemed members of the population in existence [populações existentes]” 
(Couto 1990, 76; 1987, 135), but the men are never called “alive.” It is, then, 
not hard to imagine a sequel to The Tale in which the men (dis)appear again 
and the commission changes its verdict.

So, if the men are recognized as ghosts, The Tale can be read as a ghost 
story. This, however, reveals some unusual things about the text. First, The 
Tale is a frame narrative in which ghosts cause fear by reappearing before 
the living, but it is narrated from the point of view of the ghosts themselves. 
Second, the ghosts are not reducible to agents of vengeance, even though they 
cause fear initially. Third, the ghosts are not confronting a bourgeois oppres-
sor in any direct manner. The haunted are their neighbors, their co-villagers, 
who, like themselves, do not even have the possibility to feed themselves, 
whose houses, like their own, have been swept from the face of the earth 
by a flood so ruthless that “not even the scar of the place remained” (Couto 
1990, 71). Fourth, unlike in Portagem, there is no majority threatening a 
minority or even an individual. It is the other way around: two individuals 
are up against a majority referred to by the narrator as “the villagers.”

Let me address these points in the reverse order. Although the arrival of 
the two men signals a split with the majority, this split is resolved by the only 
significant character beside the two men, Professor Samuel:

These people who bedevil you are bound to fall. It is they who do not 
belong [pertencem] here, not you. Stay, my friends. Help us in our 
plight. We too are [somos] not being considered [considerados]: we 
are [somos] alive but it is as if we had less life, it’s as if we were only 
halves.

(Couto 1990, 75; 1987, 134)

Here, Samuel identifies “these people” who are opposed to the villagers and 
have more “life” than they. Then he includes the two men in the group of 
villagers by using the verb pertencem (“to belong to”). Subsequently, he 
includes the villagers in the same group as the men by saying that they, 
too, are not “considerados” (“considered”). As such, the men’s experience of 
being ghosts is generalized to the level of the entire village, which is already 
implied when it is said that the village, like the men, reappeared after being 
swept away. Samuel explains these ghosts most clearly through his use of the 
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verb somos (“we are”). In Portuguese, there are two forms of the verb “to 
be,” one (estar) indicating a temporary state and the other (ser) a permanent 
state (for example, ele está doente [“he is ill”], but ele é um homem [“he is 
a man”]). For “being alive” and “being dead” estar (vivo and morte) is used, 
never ser. Consequently, using ser for “being alive” and “being dead” would 
abolish, respectively, death (as being alive would become a permanent state) 
and the possibility of reappearing as a ghost (while estar morte leaves the 
possibility of reappearing as a ghost open, ser morte does not). Hence, by 
using ser (in the form of “somos”) in this way, Samuel analyzes the ghost 
story that is their life by explaining that even though they are all ghosts, 
there is no such thing (which is then echoed in the rest of the sentence). Or 
rather, he translates the experience of being ghosts as something that follows 
from the actions of “These people who bedevil you,” making it resonate 
again with Fanon, but this time with his description of the colonial subject 
as someone “more dead than alive” (Fanon 2004, 14).

This brings me back to the point about the inability of the ghosts to 
confront the oppressor directly. Although it seemed that way at first, this 
has changed now they have become a “we are.” What this means becomes 
explicit when one of the men, while waiting in Samuel’s house for the verdict 
of the commission, contemplates his feet. “My god,” he murmurs,

how unfair are we to our body. What part of it do we take most for 
granted? Thefeet … which hold us up. … But as they are far from the 
eyes, we ignore our feet, as if they didn’t belong to us. … That’s how 
injustice begins in the world. Now in this case, those feet are myself 
and Luís.

(Couto 1990, 74; 1987, 132)

He becomes, in other words, conscious of himself as a member of a class.
It should be clear by now that the point about the two ghosts not being 

vengeful speaks not of the author’s domestication of the ghosts—something 
not uncommon, say, in vampire narratives (see, for example, W. Scott Poole’s 
account of the Twilight saga [Poole 2011])—but of a splitting of the prole-
tariat due to the lack of class consciousness, which is being restored in the 
story. When the two men and the villagers are (re)united as (ghostly) prole-
tariat and realize there is nothing to lose and life to gain, the rage is allowed 
to return. It is already present in Samuel’s “'These people who bedevil you 
are bound to fail,” where “you” now includes the villagers. More impor-
tantly, the rage echoes in the last thing we hear the men say, the anti-colonial 
rallying cry “Long Live the Revolution! [A luta continua!]” (Couto 1990, 
75; 1987, 135).

The importance of this rage is underscored by the formal ending of the 
story, which is not a resolution of the problem of the ghost but an attempt 
to contain the ghosts. Indeed, the commission does not make a real decision, 
but tries to (re)introduce the two men in a bureaucratic order that oppresses 
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them to the extent that they are more “dead than alive.” This is why for the 
commission, the men are not living human beings, but “elementos” that 
should be “deemed members of the population in existence.” That it is in 
fact a non-solution is reflected by the structure of the narrative. While the 
initial events—the arrival, the refusal, the adoption by Samuel—are spread 
out over the majority of the text and are laced with dialogues, details, and 
turns, the narration of the last four days—including the arrival and verdict 
of the commission, and the subsequent actions of the men—takes up less 
than a page. This hasty narration draws attention away from this part of the 
narrative in order to make the reader imagine a different part, one that could 
be seen not only as the real solution to the problem of the ghost here—as the 
enigma of the ghost is unpacked as a symptom of social inequalities—but 
also as the informal ending of the short story. In this light, the narrative ends 
by opening the possibility of class struggle.

This brings me to my initial point about The Tale of the Two Who 
Returned from the Dead. As I have tried to show, the text can be read as a 
ghost story whose main theme is the conditions of class struggle, as could 
be expected from a PNR-narrative. The inversion of the narrative point of 
view confirms this. Indeed, by narrating The Tale from the perspective of 
the ghost, Couto not only reverses the point of view of the modern ghost 
story, but does so by introducing the perspective of PNR, something Mendes 
could probably not have done without being censored.

The Tale can hence be read as a PNR-ghost story that emphasizes the 
importance of class consciousness in the class struggle. Another option would 
be to read it in broader terms. That is to say, the anti-colonial dictum “Long 
live the revolution!”, or, “The struggle continues” (“A luta continua!”), 
could be read as pertaining not only to the situation of the villagers, but 
also to Couto’s literary project of Voices Made Night. This also seems to be 
Craveirinha’s suggestion when he says in the foreword to the Voices that the 
collection is a “continuation” of the project started by the anti-colonial short 
story collections Godido e outros Contos (Godido and Other Stories) from 
1952 and Nós matámos Cão-Tinhoso (We Killed Mangy-Dog) from 1964, 
which were written by João Dias and Luís Bernardo Honwana, respectively, 
two of Mozambique’s most formidable writers. This would also explain the 
resonance with Fanon’s description of the experience of the colonial subject. 
But there is a significant difference between these two collections and the 
Voices, especially The Tale: while the two collections succeed in identifying 
an oppressor, the oppressor of the villagers in The Tale remains invisible. 
And even though the villagers are aware of themselves as a class, there is no 
way of knowing whether they will indeed start any kind of struggle.

A Contemporary Mozambican Ghost Story?

After Voices Made Night, the ghost (and the narration from its point of 
view) became a topos in Mozambican literature. It was used, for example, 
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in Sulleiman Cassamo’s 1989 O regresso do morto (Homecoming of a 
Deceased), Ungulani Ba Ka Khosa’s 1990 Orgia dos loucos (Orgy of the 
Mad), even Pauline Chiziane’s 1990 Balada de amor ao vento (Love Ballad 
for the Wind). And even though it continues to be used at times, as in Lucílio 
Manjate’s 2011 O Contador de palavras (Counter of Words), the ghost 
story changed form again some twenty years after Couto’s The Tale, as his 
2006 novel O Outro pé da sereia (The Mermaid’s Other Foot) illustrates.

The Mermaid’s Other Foot consists of two narratives divided between 
alternating chapters. The first one is a fictionalized account of the journey 
of Portuguese colonizer Dom Gonçalo de Silveira and his enslaved trans-
lator from India to Mozambique in 1560—an important historical event 
for the formation of Mozambique. The text advertizes itself as a historical 
account by starting its chapters with epigraphs from historical documents 
and by using yellow paper. The other narrative is set in Mozambique in 
2002, by which time the country was integrated into the periphery of the 
world-system, and was plagued by famine as a result of droughts and floods.

Similar to The Tale of the Two Who Returned from the Dead, most 
characters in the 2002 part of the novel seem to be ghosts. Protagonist  
Mwadia thinks her husband Zero “resembles a ghost,” and inquires whether 
he “already died” (Couto 2006, 17). Moreover, when they find an antique 
chest with documents, Mwadia leaves for her home village, Vila Longe, but 
Zero cannot leave; although for the characters it is unclear why, the reader may  
recall that their hamlet is called Antigamente, which translates as “in the 
past.” In Vila Longe Mwadia’s mother confirms that Zero is a “ghost” (107) 
and that he was murdered. Mwadia counters that the villagers are as much 
“ghost” (107) as her husband, a suspicion enforced by the narrator who 
describes Mwadia’s stepfather as a “ghost” (105), and by Mwadia’s mother 
who says that “people never know if they are dead” (170). Another similar-
ity to The Tale is a villager’s explanation of this status of a ghost; according 
to him, “it is sad that we live in a place where sleeping and dying are the 
same” (137). But the ghostly villagers do not haunt or cause fear, nor do 
they focalize the narrative. Instead, Mwadia is the focalizer of the narrative, 
which hence grants greater importance to living with ghosts than to experi-
encing the status of a ghost.

There is, however, another ghost in the Mermaid, that of history. His-
tory, as opposed to the ghostly villagers, is terrifying and does haunt as the 
returning repressed. Indeed, Mwadia chooses to live in the past in order not 
to remember Zero’s death, and the villagers ritually forget their past by cir-
cling their “tree of forgetting” thrice (Couto 2006, 320–21). Unsurprisingly, 
when Mwadia finds the chest with documents that are clearly historical, she 
fears that “ghosts” might “appear” from them (49). When the chest is open, 
the documents turn out to be the 1560 narrative, and they start haunting the 
2002 narrative by coloring its pages yellow. And when the villagers organize 
a séance for American visitors, thus opening a passage for ghosts (ghosts in 
which the villagers initially do not believe), the ghostly history can no longer 
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be controlled, and the 2002 narrative is infiltrated by the chronotope of the 
1560 narrative.

The difficulty of dealing with history, then, is the central concern of this 
contemporary Mozambican ghost story, and is illustrated best by a remark 
of the barber and intellectual of Vila Longe, Mestre Arcanjo (Couto 2006, 
142). In the epigraph to the first chapter, this “Master Archangel” says: “In 
the whole world it is like this: people die, history stays. Here, it is the other 
way around: only history dies, the dead remain.” (15) In inverting the first 
line in the second, he also suggests that history stay in Vila Longe as a ghost. 
Because if history dies and the dead remain, it means that history remains 
through the remaining dead. The novel’s solution to this problem of history 
is, first, to recognize ghosts for what they are and, second, to try to learn to 
live with them, which is what Mwadia learns throughout the novel. Initially 
she lives with ghosts but is not (fully) aware that they are ghosts. At the end 
of the novel she is aware of this and, looking at Zero, a “sleeping absence,” 
she leaves Antigamente not because she refuses to live with ghosts, but 
because she wants to decide with “what absence she wants to live” (382).

The preoccupation with history’s insistence on being present (as a 
ghost), the necessity to live with ghosts, and even Couto’s use of words like 
“absence”—all this is strongly reminiscent of Derrida’s Specters of Marx. 
Yet Mermaid is somewhat different than Specters because the ghosts in  
Mermaid are not left as enigmas but are worked through until it is clear what 
they signify. However, as soon as the ghost is demystified in this manner it 
should be undone as a ghost, as The Tale of the Two Who Returned from 
the Dead demonstrates (the commission is unable to resolve the problem, 
but the men cease to be ghosts for themselves when they realize why they  
are ghosts). This raises the following question: why must Mwadia live with 
ghosts in the end even though she knows what they signify and why they are 
there? Interestingly, something similar occurs, for example, in João Paulo 
Borges Coelho’s 2006 book Crónica da Rua 513.2 (Chronicle of 513.2 
Street). Published in the same year as Mermaid, with a similar narrative 
structure and a similar focus on living with ghostly history, the story never 
deals with the ghosts (even if some of them disappear in the end). Hay 
(2011, 87) shows that this refusal to offer a “narrative solution or reso-
lution” is characteristic of the modern ghost story, and it seems that the 
same could be said about the contemporary Mozambican ghost story. From 
this perspective, it is interesting that both Borges Coelho (2010) and Couto 
(unpublished, see Jin 2013) decided to write a historical novel after having 
written a contemporary Mozambican ghost story. Although it is too early to 
be certain, this might indicate that the ghost story is no longer able to adapt 
to the contemporary desire of Mozambican writers to lay a ghostly history 
to rest. Or perhaps it indicates that the contemporary Mozambican ghost 
story needs the historical narrative to lay the ghost of history to rest, while 
the historical narrative needs the ghost story to remind it of the impossibility 
of doing so. As we have seen, the modern ghost story was universal to the 
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extent that it was exportable and modifiable to suit different needs, that is, 
to signify differently. If this is no longer the case, the ghost is bound to dis-
appear as a global genre until it becomes so once again.
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12 On the Tropes of Literary Ecology
The Plot of Globalization

Alexander Beecroft

In “World Literature Without a Hyphen,” I have argued for the usefulness to 
cross-cultural literary study of thinking in terms of ecological relationships 
between literatures and their environments, understood as including eco-
nomic, political, social, religious, and technological factors, among others, 
as well as relations with other languages and literatures. But how do these 
large-scale comparisons play out on the level of the text? Are the traces of 
literary ecologies visible on the scale of close reading? It is my belief that they 
are—that literatures operating in certain cultural environments are prone to 
employ specific formal features adapted to the specific contexts in which 
they find themselves. After a brief survey of the ecological contexts that I 
identify across the span of world literary history, and the literary features I 
identify with them, I move to a more detailed discussion of one such trope in 
particular, which I identify as emergent in twenty-first century literature and 
film: the use by contemporary authors of the traditional literary device of 
entrelacement, or “multi-strand narration,” as a means of representing the 
intricate and problematic ties that bind us together in the age of globalized 
capitalism. I call this trope the “plot of globalization.”

My own scholarship on the literature of Ancient Greece and early China, 
together with my reading of the work of others, notably Gregory Nagy 
(1998; 1994) and Sheldon Pollock (1996; 2001), has led me to propose the 
following six ecological types. All are derived from known empirical con-
texts and are listed below in the order in which they seem to have emerged. 
It should be noted, however, that I do not see the transition from one eco-
logical type to another as a simple historical progression from the simple to 
the complex, the local to the global; rather, multiple ecologies can co-exist 
at any time, and there is no reason in principle (with a few exceptions) why 
an ecology of one type could not transform into any of the others. Each is 
obviously a species of “imagined community,” and as such prone to gaps 
and blind spots, some of which are noted below. Moreover, since this list is 
derived from empirically observed situations, it remains open-ended. Those 
cautions duly noted, the ecologies I have identified are as follows:

 Epichoric, or local, literary ecologies are the limit case of literary cir-
culation, where verbal art (frequently, though not necessarily, oral), 
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may be transmitted over long periods of time, but does not leave the 
small-scale local community (be it a Greek polis, a Chinese city-state 
of the Warring States era, or a tribal community among the aborigi-
nal populations of the Americas and the Pacific). Since we as modern 
Westerners do not live in such a society, we by definition cannot read 
epichoric texts purely from “inside” their cultures, and so any text 
which may have begun as “local” must circulate in some other form 
for us to have access to it. As a limit case, the ideal epichoric culture 
would have no contact with any other culture, but since we know of 
no culture so isolated, epichoric readings of texts necessarily involve 
some kind of “forgetting” of broader cultural connections.

Panchoric ecologies are those that form in regions with small-scale 
polities, but where literary and other cultural artifacts circulate more 
broadly through a space that is aware of itself as some kind of cul-
tural unity, and which defines itself by the exclusion of other poli-
ties which do not share that culture. The paradigmatic example of 
this ecology is the Panhellenic culture of archaic and classical Greece 
(and my coinage, “panchoric,” is a generalization of the more famil-
iar Panhellenic), though I have attempted to show, here and else-
where, that the Chinese world of the same era is similarly constituted 
(see Beecroft 2010), and there are a limited number of other possible 
cases around the world. Panchoric cultures, however, are frequently 
more unified than they pretend to be, and represent themselves as 
assemblages of traditions precisely in order to eliminate the space for 
whatever might be more genuinely local.

Cosmopolitan ecologies are found wherever a single literary lan-
guage is used over a large territorial range, and through a long period 
of time. Such languages frequently emerge as the result of a great 
world-empire (those of Alexander the Great, of the Guptas in India, 
the Han in China, or the Islamic Caliphate, for example), but the lan-
guages and literary cultures they spawn (almost necessarily written) 
long outlast those more transient political formations. Cosmopolitan 
literatures typically evolve out of panchoric or vernacular languages. 
Almost by definition, they represent themselves as universal, and yet 
their very reach often brings them in touch with rival cosmopolitan-
isms. They also tend to represent themselves as universally accessible, 
with recognition within the tradition open to almost anyone who can 
learn the (often difficult and somewhat artificial) language, and yet 
cosmopolitan ecologies frequently conceal considerable inequalities 
of circulation, with cultural peripheries marginalized by the core.

Vernacular ecologies emerge (as Pollock describes) out of cosmopol-
itan ones, when sufficient cultural resources accumulate behind some 
version of a locally spoken language to allow for its use for literary 
purposes. Vernaculars are often developed in the context of new polit-
ical formations, though their uses frequently spread beyond the bor-
ders of those polities. Since many vernaculars emerge out of a dialect 
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continuum (as, for example, Italian, French, and Spanish all do), they 
are often themselves somewhat abstract languages, generalized from 
a point on that continuum, rather than simply reflecting the speech 
habits of any one community (though they may represent themselves 
as so doing), and thus at times are as challenging for readers as the cos-
mopolitan languages they seek to replace. Vernacular literatures exist 
in competition with one or more cosmopolitan languages (since they 
emerged in the context of one), as well as with each other.

The national literary ecology emerges out of the vernacular lit-
erary ecology of Europe, together with the emergence of national-
ism per se, gaining considerable momentum in the aftermath of the 
French Revolution, Napoleonic Wars, and independence movements 
of the settler colonies in the Americas, and then continues to grow 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century. This ecology then 
spreads gradually around the world, as a direct consequence of 
 European imperial expansion during this period, and corresponds 
very closely with the ecological situation of literature as described by 
Franco Moretti (2000) and by Pascale Casanova, (2004), among oth-
ers. Just as this period marks the first era in human history in which 
it is believed that the entire inhabited world should be under the rule 
of a single kind of polity (the nation-state), so too does this mark the 
first time a single literary ecology spreads worldwide (as opposed 
to cosmopolitan ecologies, which think of themselves as universal, 
but spread instead only over a particular region. Since the notion 
of the nation-state rests on the claim (only loosely connected with 
reality) that each nation speaks a single language, and is represented 
by a single polity, the national-literature ecology does the same. The 
national-literature ecology thus tends to forget works whose origins 
belie this congruence between nation and language, as well as works 
written in the cosmopolitan language after the emergence of the ver-
nacular, and works which do not suit the narrative of national history.

Global literary ecology, my sixth and final category, represents 
another limit case—the literary circulation which truly knows no 
borders. As major languages (most obviously, of course, English) slip 
the bonds of the nation-state, and texts begin to circulate more rap-
idly around the planet, we may be moving in the direction of just such 
a borderless world (though linguistic competency will always create 
barriers of its own). The fantasy of a world without borders conceals 
within itself another fantasy, namely that borderlessness might create 
equal access to the literary world for all, regardless of political status, 
market forces, or the position of one’s native language within the 
global linguistic ecology.

I have identified and described these ecologies primarily in terms of the 
external forces operating on texts, authors, and readers within them, and 
it is through these ecological interactions that they are defined. At the same  



198 Alexander Beecroft

time, however, a literary ecology is at heart a group of texts linked to each 
other in the minds of authors and readers, and it seems worthwhile to exam-
ine the question of whether or not there are formal symptoms within liter-
ary texts that might indicate their ecological affiliations. To the extent, of 
course, that these are categories I have constructed myself, and imposed 
on a variety of historical world cultures, it would be unlikely that they are 
reflected in the content and style of actual literary texts. At the same time, 
and as I argue in much more detail in my latest book (see Beecroft 2015), 
these are also categories derived from the generalization of the ecological 
challenges facing literary texts in different times and places, and so accord-
ingly it seems reasonable to suppose (to continue the ecological metaphor) 
that literary texts employ adaptive features designed to allow them to thrive 
in the particular ecological niches in which they find themselves. Below I 
outline in broad strokes the tropes I find associated with each literary ecol-
ogy (discussed, of course, in more detail in Beecroft 2015), and offer one or 
two typical examples.

 Epichoric ecologies, I argue, use tropes of emplacement, which con-
nect (oral or written) literary texts to specific places, people, and 
events, whose signification is evident only to those within the local 
community within which the text is designed to circulate. In this way, 
for example, archaic Greek lyric may make reference to the details of 
local hero-cults (in a way unintelligible to outsiders), and the folk tra-
ditions of the First Nations of the Americas can link the cosmological 
and historical narratives of a people to the landscape they inhabit, 
tying specific narrative events to specific mountains, lakes, or trees.

Panchoric ecologies represent texts as rising above the local to 
construct a broader cultural sphere. They frequently do so through 
devices such as catalogues, anthologies, and genealogies—devices 
which allow for the representation of the larger culture as the sum of 
its epichoric parts. Examples include the Homeric Catalogue of Ships 
and the Hesiodic poem Gynaikôn Katálogos (Catalogue of Women), 
which, between them, weave the genealogies of local Greek heroes 
into a Panhellenic whole, or the early Chinese “Airs of the States” 
in Shi Jing (Canon of Songs), which represents itself as a totalizing 
collection of the local songs of the regional states of the era. While 
claiming to build a whole out of local parts, instead these panchoric 
texts, of course, frequently impose a uniform external structure on 
the diverse and unassimilable elements of local myth.

Cosmopolitan ecologies represent themselves as universal, and thus 
frequently operate by universalizing features found in the textual tra-
ditions from which they emerged. Sheldon Pollock has shown, for 
example, the tendency for users of cosmopolitan Sanskrit to map the 
geographic features of Sanskrit epic (such as the Ganges, or Mount 
Meru) onto their own local landscapes (see Pollock 2009, 16). In more 
explicitly literary terms, the Apostle Paul, for example, translates the 
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term goyim (which in Biblical Hebrew usually refers to the non-Jewish 
“nations” excluded from the divine covenant) as ethnê, a term with 
approximately equivalent denotation to goyim, but which for Paul 
positively connotes the universal reach of his new religion.

Vernacular ecologies operate in competition with cosmopolitan 
literary languages, and therefore vernacular literatures frequently 
seek to position themselves vis-à-vis their cosmopolitan rivals. This is 
most often done through one of two devices: what I identify as the 
“vernacular manifesto,” a text arguing (frequently in the cosmopolitan 
language) for the legitimacy of the vernacular as a vehicle for creative or 
intellectual expression; and the translation of canonical texts from the 
cosmopolitan tradition. The most famous vernacular manifesto in the 
West is of course Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia, though there are earlier 
European equivalents, such as King Alfred’s preface to his translation 
of Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis (Pastoral Care) into Anglo-Saxon, and the 
troubadour Raimon Vidal’s Rázos do trobar (Reasons of Troubadour 
Composition).1 Translations of the Sanskrit epics (and particularly the 
Ramayana) were often among the first works in South and Southeast 
Asian vernaculars, while Latin literature emerged in the third century 
BC through translations of Greek epic and drama, and Japanese ver-
nacular literature begins with poetic anthologies collected in a deliber-
ate parallel with the earlier canonical Chinese anthology, the Shi Jing.

The national literary ecology, as it emerges in nineteenth-century 
Europe, makes use of two key devices to structure itself as independent 
from the cosmopolitan language of Latin: literary history, and its hand-
maiden, the “shibboleth text.” Literary history first emerges in the early 
nineteenth century as an academic pursuit, and is explicitly organized 
along national lines. Frequently it adopts a Herderian narrative, begin-
ning with primitive texts (the “shibboleth texts” such as Beowulf and 
the Chanson de Roland, imagined for these purposes as operating in 
a vacuum outside Latinate influence), and progressing toward a more 
refined, if less viscerally powerful, literary tradition. This model was 
exported around the world along with the idea of the nation-state itself: 
when China begins to develop the notion of a modern written language 
distinct from the classical language during the May Fourth Movement 
(1919–), for example, the earliest activists for the new language write 
literary histories, which privilege the emergence of vernacular language 
and forms at the expense of the continuity of the classical tradition.

Finally, the global literary ecology, in my view a limit-case rather 
than an actually existing reality, seems to be prefigured by at least 
one specific formal device: the use of narrative entrelacement, or 
multi-strand narration, as a means of representing in narrative form 
the intertwined destinies of characters operating under globalization.

There is, of course, nothing new about the narrative technique itself; the term 
entrelacement was in fact first employed almost a century ago in discussion 
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of medieval French romance (see Bruce 1919), and the strategy of moving 
back and forth between a variety of different narratives, the interconnec-
tions between which drive the narrative of the larger work, is one already 
familiar to readers and film audiences from numerous works. Multi-strand 
narration can serve a number of purposes, from simply allowing the joining 
together of many disparate stories into a single text (a phenomenon com-
mon from Chaucer and Boccaccio through Kitāb ’Alf layla wa-layl [Thou-
sand and One Nights] and Cervantes), to thematizing a community as a 
microcosm, rather than focusing on an individual protagonist (an example 
here would be Middlemarch). The writers of plots of globalization did not 
invent entrelacement, any more than any of the other devices associated 
with my ecologies were necessarily developed for that purpose alone.

What is new, I argue, is the use of this device as way to project onto the 
level of form the paranoiac interconnectedness of life in a globalized era, 
and the expansion of the scale on which these narratives are interwoven 
to the level of the planet itself. The form has been quite common in early 
twenty-first century film and fiction; cinematic examples include the films 
Traffic, directed by Steven Soderbergh in 2000 and based on a television 
series by the British network Channel 4, and Babel directed by Alejandro 
González Iñárritu in 2006. Allan Cameron (2008, 6–16) discusses the phe-
nomenon of what he calls “modular narrative” in contemporary film, begin-
ning with Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction in 1994. He offers a four-part 
typology of modular cinematic narration: anachronic narratives (where the 
classic Hollywood technique of the flashback is deployed to such an extent as 
to destabilize the primacy of the narrative present); forking-path narratives 
(where multiple narrative outcomes are pursued simultaneously); anthology 
narratives (which contain shorter tales whose diegetic connections emerge 
only gradually); and split-screen narratives (where multiple diegetic spaces 
and times are simultaneously represented on the screen). Under this typol-
ogy, both Babel and Traffic would count as “anthology narratives,” where 
seemingly separate stories are gradually revealed as linked. Where Camer-
on’s other species of modular narration are primarily interested in render-
ing legible the problems of narrative temporality, I would argue that the 
anthology narrative, particularly as practiced in these two films, explores 
instead questions of narrative emplacement, of how events in one place can 
be related to events taking place elsewhere. From a formal perspective, both 
the temporal and the spatial problems represent a sort of continuing chal-
lenge to the (pseudo-) Aristotelian notion of the three unities, but it is the 
challenge to unity of place, the notion that action does indeed happen at 
a distance, that seems ideally suited to the representation of globalization.

In fiction, this anthology narrative form is found in recent novels as 
diverse as Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 (2004), and Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis trilogy, 
the first two works of which are A Sea of Poppies (2008) and River of 
Smoke (2011). All of these works, in varying ways and for varying purposes, 
employ entrelacement as a means of representing a contemporary world (in 
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Ghosh’s case, a past world, of the 1840s, which bears marked similarities 
to our own time), in which earlier core-periphery models no longer offer 
completely satisfying explanations for the economic and political exploita-
tion which nonetheless remain in place. Multi-strand narration allows these 
works instead to offer a networked model of social and economic interac-
tion, one where globalization, for good and for ill, is no longer simply equiv-
alent to Americanization (or even Westernization), where the links between 
former peripheries are as significant, and potentially as disruptive, as more 
familiar patterns of North-South relations. In what follows, I offer a brief 
examination of the narrative structures of Bolaño’s and Ghosh’s novels, and 
the models of global circulation they sketch.

* * *

The use of the technique of entrelacement in the recent novels of Ghosh and 
Bolaño is especially striking when one compares them with their anteced-
ents in popular culture, Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 novel Cien años de 
soledad One Hundred Years of Solitude) and Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel 
Midnight’s Children, the respective poster-children for the Latin American 
“Boom” and post-colonial fiction in English.2 These two books do some-
thing of the work that Franco Moretti (2000) identifies with his theory of 
the novel, combining local content with the European narrative form to 
narrate a fiction of the nation-state. Both are also clearly written with at 
least one eye on the export market, and represent attempts, not to found a 
national literature as such (since obviously Colombia and India already had 
those, if complicatedly in the case of India), but rather to install some version 
of that national literature within the pantheon of national literatures within 
the Eurocentric canon, even at the price of becoming what Timothy Brennan 
(1997; 2001) has called the “politico-exotic,” a commodified “Third World 
literature” robbed, by its commodification, of the capacity significantly to 
alter its readers’ thinking. Significantly, both Marquez’s novel and Rushdie’s 
are strongly oriented towards the conceit that their story is a microcosm 
of national history: One Hundred Years of Solitude recounts the history of 
Colombia through the history of a family, and Midnight’s Children takes its 
title from the group of a thousand and one children born within an hour of 
midnight, August 15, 1947—the hour of independence for India and Paki-
stan. Few novels anywhere in the European tradition are as overtly and 
explicitly (even if, on some level, parodically) narratives of the nation, and 
yet each has been received in that canon in a post-national form: One Hun-
dred Years of Solitude as “Latin American Literature,”3 Midnight’s Children 
as “Postcolonial Literature in English.”4

Strikingly, despite the identification of both Midnight’s Children and One 
Hundred Years of Solitude as “magic realist” novels, both texts maintain a 
fairly consistent narrative focus on either a single character (Saleem Sinai), or 
at least on a family line (the Buendías) and, despite (or because of) episodes 
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of flashback, and their occasionally “magical” narrative content, both are 
also fairly conventional European novels in the grand tradition in terms 
of narrative form. Both novels are actively engaged with the colonial expe-
rience, with struggles for independence and their aftermaths, but in each 
case the outside world is seen through its impact on the world of the novel. 
Programmatically, both novels represent a bid for equal status as national 
literatures, conforming largely to the narrative conventions of the novel, 
and using their magico-realist content to differentiate themselves from their 
Euro-American novel cousins; European form plus local content, as Moretti 
would say. This is not to claim that the larger oeuvres of Rushdie and García 
Marquez lack formal experimentation, still less that the respective national 
literatures do; moving through the canon of the Latin American “boom,” 
we need turn no further than Julio Cortázar’s Rayuela (Hopscotch), to find 
as fragmentary and experimental a narrative form as one could wish for 
(since the reader is invited to re-read the novel when finished, “hopscotch-
ing” through the chapters in a different order). The privileging of works 
like One Hundred Years of Solitude and Midnight’s Children within the 
canon of (Third) World Literature may thus represent, as many critics have 
suggested, the desires of a Euro-American reading public to combine exotic 
content with conventional form.

Quite different is Roberto Bolaño’s five-part novel 2666, released posthu-
mously to great acclaim in 2004, and first translated into English in 2008. 
Bolaño’s novel is certainly not immune to market forces—as a Note in the 
English translation makes clear, Bolaño had originally intended the five 
parts of the novel to be published as separate works, in the belief that this 
arrangement would offer his widow and children greater financial security; a 
decision countermanded by his literary executor and his publisher. Bolaño is 
also known for having claimed that his move from writing poetry to writing 
fiction was determined solely by financial motivation. Where One Hundred 
Years of Solitude, as we have seen, explicitly thematizes the nation-state, even 
as its reception is governed by its Latin American “regional” status, 2666 
(like the rest of Bolaño’s work) eschews the paradigm of the nation-state 
altogether, to tell a story which cannot be contained within national bor-
ders. Bolaño himself lived a transnational existence: born in Chile, he moved 
to Mexico as a teenager, then returned to Chile briefly, was arrested by the 
emergent Pinochet regime, and spent much of the remainder of his life in 
Spain. He never considered himself a part of a Chilean national literature, 
being famous in fact for dismissing the eminent Chilean novelist Isabel 
Allende as “not a novelist (escritora), but a scriptwriter (escribidora),”5 and 
is also known for having claimed (like many authors in exile before him) 
that his homeland was his language.

The plot of 2666, broken as it is into five loosely related parts, is similarly 
rootless, although the US-Mexican border is crucial to each section; each 
section furthermore deals with some form of cultural or economic circu-
lation. The whole which the five parts constitute is only tenuously strung 
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together—minor characters move from one part to another, and all five 
parts are concerned in some (usually limited) way with a series of murders 
of young women, mostly in the 1990s, described as having taken place in 
the (fictional) border town of Santa Teresa, which Bolaño locates between 
Sonora and Arizona; these murders are based on a real series of unsolved 
murders which took place over the same time period in the real border town  
of Ciudad Juárez. The first part “The part about the critics,” models a European 
intellectual system, with four scholars from the UK, France, Italy, and Spain,  
who meet at conferences, gossip, and fall in love, all of which centers 
around the study of an obscure German novelist, Benno von Archimboldi.  
The intellectual circulation here, like that imagined by Horace Engdahl, 
excludes the United States: none of the European Germanists seems to have 
any contacts with American colleagues, and when the group hears about a 
massive German Studies conference to be held at the University of Minne-
sota, they consider the possibility absurd. The four follow Archimboldi’s 
trail to Santa Teresa and interact in a mildly condescending manner with the 
local academic community. This part thus imagines a cultural circulation 
which takes shape around a pan-European academic system, reaching out to 
a marginal Latin American academy, but bypassing the American academy 
in the process.

The second part, “The Part about Amalfitano,” describes the life of a Chil-
ean intellectual, Oscar Amalfitano, who lives for a time in Spain, before mov-
ing to Santa Teresa to teach at the university there. Along with the putative 
narrator, Arturo Belano, he seems to act as a surrogate for Bolaño himself; 
he meets the European scholars who are the focus of the first part, reminisces 
about past mistakes and about avant-garde poetry, and is worried about his 
daughter’s implication in the drug violence of the border town. This section 
seems to sketch out a sort of Hispanophone network of cultural circulation, 
in which intellectuals migrate from one Spanish-speaking nation to another 
(dependent, of course, partly on the relative levels of political freedom in 
each nation), although with considerable skepticism about the strength or 
viability of this network in the absence of connections to a larger world.

The third part, “The Part about Fate,” is the first section of the novel 
to feature a significant American character (despite the fact that much 
of the rest of the novel has been set near the US-Mexican border): Oscar 
Fate, the pseudonym of a political reporter for a struggling black maga-
zine in the United States. After his mother’s death in Harlem, he meets an 
aging Black Panther, who gives a rambling sermon-cum-recipe list at an 
African-American church. Fate then gets assigned to cover a boxing match 
in Santa Teresa; while there, he asks his editor to allow him to write an article 
about the murders of the young women, but his editor refuses, saying that 
the story won’t interest the magazine’s African-American readership, since 
it doesn’t concern them. If this part features some sort of inter-American 
cultural circulation between the United States and Mexico, it is a circulation 
so tenuous as to be farcical. Oscar Fate doesn’t know Spanish, has no prior 
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knowledge of or interest in Mexico, and is unable to persuade even the edi-
tor at his leftist African-American magazine to pay attention to the story he 
wants to cover (indeed, the main reason for the somewhat odd caricature of 
African-American culture found in this sections seems motivated as much 
as anything by a desire to claim that even the most marginal and critical ele-
ments of American society are largely cut off from events even on their own 
borders, let alone elsewhere in the world). It seems significant that his name 
produces a comic effect in English translation (the part is full of sentences 
like “Fate drove alone”), an effect muffled in the Spanish original. The main 
American element of the novel is peripheral both to the overall plot, and to 
Fate’s own nation, as understood by Bolaño.

Part four, “The Part about the Crimes,” is the longest and most challeng-
ing section of the novel; it describes dozens of the murders in graphic but 
deliberately clinical detail, along with the inefficient and venally corrupt pro-
cess of criminal investigation. Circulation here is economic, and its mostly 
negative consequences are generated by the border; most of the women are 
migrants, heading either toward the US or to work in the American-owned 
maquiladoras of the border region; a smaller number involve the drug trade 
and/or prostitution, also tied to the border, although police officials within 
the novel frequently speak as if most of the victims are prostitutes. The mur-
ders thus become a figure for the murderous violence of global capitalism, 
a global capitalism represented as a flow from Mexico to US. Culture may 
flow in complex ways in this novel, and may seem to bypass the United 
States altogether, but the novel’s economic vision is tied very strongly to a 
critique of America’s role in the world.

The final part, “The Part about Archimboldi,” presents a strong contrast 
to the preceding section; it is something of a literary Bildungsroman of the 
German novelist whose presence has haunted the earlier parts of the novel. 
Born in Prussia shortly after the First World War, and serving as a soldier 
in the Second, Archimboldi (another pseudonym) becomes a writer in part 
as a result of his discovery of a concealed manuscript written by a Russian 
Jewish writer, Ansky. After the war, he kills a fellow prisoner in an American 
camp (because he knows that prisoner was responsible for a mass murder), 
and lives and writes under his pseudonym. As the Part ends, he heads to 
Mexico, to help his estranged stepson, accused in the murders of the women. 
More purely literary in focus than the other sections, the models of circula-
tion offered here seem to rely on contingent communities of readership and 
descent, whose consequences are diffuse and unpredictable.

This novel represents a kind of entrelacement on a very large scale: “The 
Part about the crimes” alone is almost 300 pages long; the novel as a whole, 
over nine hundred. To read this massive and complex novel strictly in terms 
of its interlacings of these systems of circulation is to do violence, obviously,  
to the text, but in those terms we see a pretty coherent vision: economics as a 
sphere of American (and perhaps more distantly, European—Archimboldi’s  
son runs a camera store in Santa Teresa) exploitation of the periphery;  
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culture as a sphere of still-unequal exchange, but one where the US, far from 
being at the center of the flows, is almost completely cut off from them. The 
novel, in other words, enacts a vision of global literary culture resembling 
that expressed by Horace Engdahl, general secretary to the Nobel jury for 
the literature prize: “The US is too isolated, too insular. They don’t translate 
enough and don’t really participate in the big dialogue of literature,” Eng-
dahl said. “That ignorance is restraining.” (Quoted in Goldenberg 2008) 
This Eurocentric model of global cultural circulation, which seeks to bal-
ance American economic and military hegemony with a more benign Euro-
pean sphere of influence in the cultural and social-policy realms, is reflected 
on several levels in Bolaño’s novel beyond this final part: the incredulity of 
the European academics in the first part of the novel towards the very idea 
of a German-studies conference held in the United States; the representation 
of Europe through small-town life in interwar Prussia and through a lens of 
academic privilege in a more contemporary era, while American cultural life 
is seen only through the faded remnants of the Black Power movement, con-
fronting the crisis of the American inner city. As with Traffic and Babel, the 
economic inequities of our time are understood metonymically through the 
image of the US-Mexican border. Unlike those films, Bolaño’s 2666 offers an 
alternative, and somewhat more benign and egalitarian, vision of global cul-
tural circulation, though it is a vision that constitutively requires the almost 
complete exclusion of the United States, and which in fact has little to say 
about the world outside of a European-Latin American axis. Moreover, the 
cultural circulation mapped by the novel is strangely, perhaps disquietingly, 
dissociated from the networks of economic exploitation enacted by the bor-
der and made manifest, in this novel, by the murders of the women. In a 
manner rather like Pascale Casanova’s république mondiale des lettres, the 
cultural economy of Bolaño’s novel and the market economy operate on 
separate, if at times, parallel, tracks, and it’s unclear what sort of relation-
ship the author imagines between them.

Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies and River of Smoke, the first two books in 
a projected trilogy, offer a different perspective on the globalizing economy, 
being set respectively and for the most part in Bengal and in Canton in the 
1840s. This is a pivotal era in the history of European intervention in Asia, 
at the cusp of the Opium Wars and immediately before the Indian Rebel-
lion of 1857, which will of course have the consequence of placing most 
of India under British rule; the period in which, in other words, these two 
great world-regions definitively fall behind Europe in economic and political 
terms, not to recover until our own time. The period also attracts consider-
able interest from revisionist economic historians, who have recently argued 
that traditional Eurocentric narratives representing the West as a hegemonic 
global region from as early as the sixteenth century need to be revised in light 
of new understandings of the economic and institutional strengths of China 
and India in particular in the early modern period (see, e.g., Pomeranz 2001; 
Rosenthal and Wong 2011). According to this recent scholarship, the years 
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1750–1840 represent not only a great acceleration in European colonial 
power in Asia, but also, and not coincidentally, the first era in which Europe 
(or at least its leading northwestern fringe nations, like Britain, France, and 
the Netherlands) enjoyed a competitive economic advantage against both 
India and China. Ghosh’s trilogy thus represents something like a narra-
tivized version of this revisionist economic history, sharing with the other 
works I have discussed an interest in the trade in illicit drugs as a figure for 
the inherently exploitative nature of the global economic order, and of the 
powerlessness of the nation-state to combat global forces of supply and 
demand. Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy shifts the interest to a different time and to a 
distinctive geographic network, though his novels clearly have implications 
for an understanding of our own historical moment, particularly as one in 
which the relative weights of India and China within that global economic 
order have increased, without necessarily reducing the exploitative force of 
that order. In what follows, I will briefly discuss the plot of globalization 
manifested in Sea of Poppies; River of Smoke offers a similar structure, but 
I omit further discussion of it here for reasons of space. The novel consists  
of four interwoven narratives. The first involves Deeti, a Bhojpuri peas-
ant woman, married to a crippled man who works in the opium factory in  
Ghaziabad; when he dies, she is expected to commit sati, but at the last minute 
escapes with the help of Kalua, the ox man from a neighboring village; they  
elope and eventually end up on the Ibis, a former slave ship from Baltimore. 
Its second-in-command is Zachary Reid, a self-described “mulatto” from 
Baltimore, who rises to this rank after the death of his (white) predecessor, 
in part because he is able to “pass” as white himself, and with the help of 
the leader of the Laskari sailors onboard, Serang Ali. The ship is supposed to 
be carrying opium to China, but ends up acquiring the task of transporting 
prisoners to Mauritius. The Ibis is in turn owned by British opium mag-
nate Benjamin Burnham, on whose Bengali estate lives his ward, Paulette, 
daughter of a French botanist. Paulette, leery of Burnham’s advances on her, 
and of his marriage plans for her, disguises herself as an Indian woman (she 
speaks fluent Bengali as a result of being raised by a Bengali foster-mother), 
and escapes onto the Ibis accompanied by her friend and foster-brother, the 
boatman Jodu. Meanwhile, Rajah Neel Rattan Halder, a Bengali landowner, 
becomes indebted to Burnham, and is thrown in debtor’s prison, awaiting 
transport to Mauritius; there he meets Ah Fatt (half-Cantonese, half-Parsi; 
opium addict), a fellow-prisoner. These four narratives, built around Deeti, 
Zachary, Paulette, and Neel, evolve separately (though with occasional 
links) throughout the novel, before these characters are brought together 
aboard the Ibis towards the end; their adventures there, and beyond, con-
stitute the climax of Sea of Poppies, and point towards the future directions 
the trilogy will take.

Immediately striking, of course, is how complex the identities of each 
of these four characters is. Deeti, the Bhojpuri peasant woman, is linked 
to the emergent imperial order through her husband’s military service and 
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labor in the opium factory; her flight from her own self-immolation with 
the sub-caste Kalua ruptures her own caste identity and radically uproots 
her from the local context which grounds her identity. Zachary’s status 
as half-white, half-black, leads to his acceptance by both the British com-
mercial class and the multiethnic Laskari sailors. Paulette, born to French 
parents but partly raised by a Bengali nurse, feels more at home among 
impoverished Bengali-speakers than within the wealthy English household 
that takes her in after her father’s death. Neel, a representative of the Bengali 
ruling classes, is destroyed by the machinations of the British, but frustrates 
his tormentors’ expectations through his deep learning in the European tra-
dition, while his prison companion, Ah Fatt, is in fact half Bombay Parsi, 
half Cantonese. All of these characters, in other words, have identities that 
could be characterized as “hybrid.” Arguably, however, the notion of hybrid-
ity is itself inadequate for them, assuming as it does the reification of the 
mutually exclusive ethnic and national or proto-national categories which 
makes hybridity the only possible rubric through which such individuals can 
be understood. As the historian of late imperial China Pamela Crossley has 
argued, the construction of such ethnic and national identities is in many 
ways a product of the empires of the early modern era, and we are as yet 
lacking concepts to understand the forms of identity operative in prior eras; 
individuals whose identities seem complex and hybrid to us may, therefore, 
have understood themselves as belonging to different, and perhaps simpler, 
categories than those we tend to construct for them. According to Crossley 
(2002, 31), prior to the era of the great pre-modern land-based empires such 
as the Qing and the Ottomans, “economic livelihoods, religions, languages 
and in many cases gene pools were distributed according to the common 
routes of commerce, war and pilgrimage and mixed as the flow of goods and 
people determined,” creating patterns of circulation and constructions of 
identity not reducible to proto-national forms. Where Midnight’s Children 
narrates a national history through metonymy, even as it (and its author) 
posit the inadequacy of the national model and propose forms of hybrid 
identity, Sea of Poppies, I would argue, goes one step further, and attempts 
to imagine identities prior to, and other than, the national.

A passage in River of Smoke thematizes this issue. Neel Rattan, now 
a fugitive from the law and living in disguise as the secretary to a Parsi 
merchant in Canton, comes to be aware that the fellow residents of his 
trading-house, or hong, are seen by their Chinese interlocutors as belonging 
to a single community; the hong is known as the “Achha Hong,” after the 
Hindustani word meaning “good,” or “all right”:

[T]he urchins cared nothing for whether you were a Kachhi Muslim or 
a Brahmin Catholic or a Parsi from Bombay. Was it possibly a matter 
of appearance? Or was it your clothes? Or the sound of your languages 
(but how, when they were all so different)? Or was it perhaps just a 
smell of spices that clung indifferently to all of you? Whatever it was, 
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after a point you came to accept that there was something that tied you 
to the other Achhas: it was just a fact, inescapable, and you could not 
leave it behind any more than you could slough off your own skin and 
put on another. And strangely, once you had accepted this, it became 
real, this mysterious commonality that existed only in the eyes of the 
jinns and jai-boys of the Maidan, and you came to recognize that all of 
you had a stake in how the others were perceived and treated.

(Ghosh 2011, 181)

For Neel, then, a sense of “Indian” or “South Asian” identity emerges only 
in exile, in the context of the global marketplace, where contact with the 
outside world forces a simplified construction of identity on the complex 
and intersecting categories of language, religion, and caste through which 
the residents of “Achha-sthan” understood themselves. Just as the complex 
internal networks of consumption and trade in a wide variety of goods 
become simplified in a global economy (so that “India” sells opium to 
China in exchange for silver), so cultural identity becomes simplified and 
commodified for export purposes. Revealingly, Ghosh anachronistically 
has Neel’s interior monologue here refer to the “Indian subcontinent” as 
the geographic expression of Achha-sthan, not to indigenous cosmopolitan 
geographic notions such as Jambūdvīpa or Bhāratavarṣa (see Pollock 2009, 
191); the identity Neel is uncovering for himself here is proto-national, not 
a nostalgic return to the cosmopolitan order; a by-product of the global 
economy, not of an ancient imperial or cosmological imaginary. At the same 
time, the characters of the Ibis Trilogy, with their multiple origins and their 
imagined community constructed entirely through the happenstance of their 
shared experience on board the Ibis, not only serve as a figure for the arti-
ficial construction of a national identity in the wake of British imperial-
ism, but also point toward something else, some kind of non-national or 
post-national, heterogeneous, contingent imagined community of the will-
ing, one which the early chapters of River of Smoke, proleptically set on 
Mauritius several decades after the rest of the novel, suggest will enjoy a 
surprising level of permanence.

A noteworthy formal dimension of both Bolaño’s and Ghosh’s work is 
the reliance on coincidence, on characters from one strand of the narrative 
happening to encounter characters from another strand at just the right 
moment. All of the five major sections of 2666 involve at least some time 
in the fictional border town of Santa Teresa, and characters from the dif-
ferent parts intermingle at times there, so that the literary scholars from 
Europe in the first part of the novel encounter Oscar Amalfitano, who in 
turn will encounter the homonymous Oscar Fate in the third part of the 
novel, and ask Fate to convey his daughter to the United States. Similarly, 
in Sea of Poppies, Deeti, Zachary, Paulette, and Neel encounter each other 
in unlikely ways before finally being united on board the Ibis. An especially 
heavy-handed coincidence is essential to the plot of the movie Babel, where 
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the gun donated to his Moroccan guides by a Japanese tourist becomes 
the weapon with which they injure an American woman at just the right 
moment to ensure that that woman’s children cross the border into Mexico 
without their parent’s knowledge.

The relationship between coincidence and multi-strand narration is noth-
ing new, instrumental as it is to the outcome of Oedipus Tyrannus, and for 
that matter the Odyssey. Coincidence may in fact be a structural necessity, 
if multi-strand narratives are to resolve into a single climax. But what does 
it say about the contemporary “plot of globalization” that it relies so much 
on coincidence?

The answer to this question lies in part in an understanding of the role 
played by coincidence in older forms of narrative. Hilary Dannenberg has 
characterized the traditional coincidence plot (a feature of literature from 
ancient times to the present) as built around encounters between estranged 
relatives, brought together at an unexpected (but narratively crucial) 
moment (see Dannenberg 2004). Dannenberg identifies as emergent in mod-
ern, and post-modern, fiction, a new version of the coincidence plot in which 
the coincidence is derived not from the recognition that two strangers are 
biologically related, but rather from the discovery that two characters, not 
diegetically linked, are in some way analogous to each other, through a coin-
cidence of naming (as in Joseph Conrad’s Chance), or through homologous 
experiences. This shift in the coincidence plot from biological to analogical 
relationships mirrors, of course, broader developments in narrative in which 
all forms of contingent relationship begin to take on greater significance as 
compared with the family structure (see McCrea 2011, 66).

In the context of this move from biology to analogy, the role of coinci-
dence in the “plot of globalization” begins to become clearer. Where one of 
the key innovations of modernist narrative was the creation of plot out of the 
mingled narratives of characters linked by analogy rather than biology, the 
plot of globalization both expands the scale on which these analogies oper-
ate (from, say, the Dublin of James Joyce, to the planet), and, interestingly, lit-
eralizes them and makes them more concrete. The three narratives in Babel, 
for example (of the Japanese businessman and his deaf teenage daughter; the 
American couple vacationing in Morocco; the Mexican nanny and house-
keeper in California), might have been connected to each other, in a high 
modernist text, merely through analogy, with occasional moments in the 
story of each suggesting the others. Instead, González Iñárritu’s film makes 
the connections between the three narratives all too painfully literal, with 
chance actions in each narrative having tragic consequences for others (and 
the most lasting tragedies, of course, afflicting those who are most vulnera-
ble). Likewise, in Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, the analogous narratives of each of 
the major protagonists, each in their own way caught between categories of 
identity, become literally linked through their shared journey on the Ibis—all 
of them are, quite literally, in the same boat. In both these texts, then, the 
plot of globalization projects analogy into diegesis, rendering metonymic the 
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metaphorical relationships among the characters. In Babel (and in Traffic), 
first-world consumerism’s impact on the Global South is rendered not only 
visible, but almost paranoiacally literal and direct. Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy is 
less heavy-handed, and grants far more agency and interior complexity to its 
subaltern characters, but seeks similarly to collapse the analogous hybridities 
of its characters onto an imagined and literalized community of its own.

In Bolaño’s 2666, the coincidences which bring the various strands of 
the narrative together circle around the murders of women in Santa Teresa. 
Pointedly, however, the murders remain peripheral to each of the narratives 
except for “The Part about the Crimes,” forever hovering on the television 
screens or the newspapers of the other characters without ever quite taking 
on the urgency that they deserve, and without directly entering the nar-
ratives of any of the other characters, with the exception of Amalfitano, 
whose ability to send his daughter out of the country when he fears she 
will be implicated in the criminal violence of the city underscores his own 
comparatively privileged detachment from his location. This failure (or, 
better, refusal) to literalize the connection between the global circulations 
of the other characters, and the deaths of the women, victims in one way 
or another of globalization, is, I would suggest, very much to the point of 
Bolaño’s narrative. Where other writers of the plot of globalization literalize 
the notion of global connectedness, Bolaño’s novel instead makes palpable 
the failures of connectedness, using a similar device to a different effect.

While globalization is undeniably a potent force in our time, any notion 
of a “global village,” even a literary one, remains remote and suspiciously 
idealistic, necessarily conveying a whiff either of naive celebration of pow-
erfully ambiguous economic forces, or of an equally naive faith that culture 
can stand in the path of those forces, even when nothing else can. Each of 
these texts, I would argue, use the form of the “plot of globalization,” with its 
juxtaposition of multi-strand narration and a particular variety of narrative 
coincidence, as an attempt to represent in fictional form the complex and 
inequitable ties which bind us on a global scale. Each is also, I would suggest, 
profoundly uneven in its ability to do so. Allan Cameron’s “anthology narra-
tive” suggests a paradigm for imagining how to tell the story of globalization 
differently, through the juxtaposition of diegetically disconnected narratives 
whose homologies might pointedly highlight global inequities, without senti-
mentalizing the result through literal and direct contact between constituent 
narrative parts. That story, however, remains to be written.

Notes

 1. Pollock (2009, 330 ff.) offers a discussion of the Kannada-language text the 
Kavirājamārga (c. 875 AD) which covers similar territory in the South Indian 
Dravidian context.

 2. For evidence of the hegemonic position of Salman Rushdie within the postcolo-
nial canon, at least as measured in entries in the MLA Bibliography, see Dam-
rosch 2006, 49.
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 3. The most famous critique of “Magic Realist” fiction along these lines is that 
found in Fuguet and Gómez 1996. For a survey in English of the “McOndo” 
movement and its critique of what it saw as the export-oriented commodified 
“Latin American literature” of García Márquez and others, see Hidalgo 2007.

 4. For discussions of this aspect of the reception of Midnight’s Children, see Hug-
gan 1998 and Kortenaar 1995.

 5. Quoted in Poblete Alday 2007, 20. Bolaño’s pun here seems to derive in part 
from the title of Mario Vargas Llosa’s novel La Tia Julia y el escribidor (Aunt 
Julia and the Scriptwriter), where escribidor(a) has connotations of commercially 
motivated writing for profit, as opposed to literature. I borrow my translation of 
Bolaño’s critique of Allende from the translation of Vargas Llosa’s title, and am 
grateful to Moira Fradinger for a discussion of the implications of the term.
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13 On Mapping Genre
Literary Fiction/Genre Fiction and 
Globalization Processes

Suman Gupta

On 29 March 2014, the Oxford Literary Festival hosted a debate on the 
motion “Genre fiction is no different from literary fiction,” featuring four 
prominent novelists—Gaynor Arnold, Elizabeth Edmondson, Anita Mason, 
and Juliet McKenna. Their interventions were published throughout April 
in The Guardian. Despite different emphases, they made remarkably similar 
points: that “good writing” shines forth from the text irrespective of generic 
placements; that especially literary critics and to some degree marketing 
gurus are responsible for pigeonholing novels into genres, not authors; and 
that “genre fiction” is a broad church while “literary fiction” is a nebulous 
phrase. It was apparent that despite conviction in normative discernment 
and “literariness,” the phrase literary fiction has become emptied of mean-
ing. Each of the authors had a reasonable grasp of what “genre fiction” con-
sists in, and was able to understand “literary fiction” as not being that—or 
as being a matter of taste and convention that at times overlaps with much 
that passes as “genre fiction” and at other times repudiates “genre fiction” 
wholesale. At no point was it clear what these authors understood as “liter-
ary fiction,” except by negation from “genre fiction” or by vague assertions 
contra “genre fiction.” For this situation, of course, the debating authors 
were not responsible; the terms of the debate had put them in a corner. They 
had to assume that the phrases genre fiction and literary fiction have a pre-
conceived, mutually definitive, and adversarial relationship. Manufacturing 
debates and controversies based on this assumption has become a fairly 
familiar pastime in the culture columns and review sections of news media. 
Not long before the Oxford Literary Festival debate, in 2012, a somewhat 
more colorful debate along these lines unfolded, in The New Yorker, Time, 
and elsewhere, between defender-of-literature-and-the-canon Arthur Krys-
tal (2012a; 2012b) and champions-of-genre-fiction Lev Grossman (2012) 
and others. Unlike the authors mentioned above, Krystal believed he did 
have a clear sense of what is worth calling literature and what isn’t (and was 
to expound on it since: see Krystal 2014); however, at the time both sides 
felt they were talking at cross purposes, or rather, each side felt the other 
was missing the point. That too had something to do with the unquestioned 
assumption that genre fiction and literary fiction are mutually defined at 
odds with each other.
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This chapter is devoted to unpacking that assumption, arguing not that 
there is no relationship but that the relationship is not what it is thought 
to be. In brief, this relationship cannot be discerned by simply looking to 
the texts that are presumed to be genre fiction and literary fiction respec-
tively, as if genre-ness and literariness are fundamentally emanant quali-
ties of fictional texts. Rather, the two phrases mark competing territorial 
claims from two sides of the literary establishment with regard to ordering 
and disposing (fictional) texts. These territorial claims are better under-
stood with reference to the political economy of the literary establishment, 
the social dynamics that play out between the two sides in question, than 
through reading the fictional texts. So, the relationship is to be unpacked 
not by fixating on textual features and labels, but by taking a historicist 
approach to the phrases genre fiction and literary fiction themselves: by 
looking to who assumes the authority to announce generic locations, to 
define genre, and when and why. I think of the two sides of the literary 
establishment as consisting in those with stakes in elite culture, scholar-
ship, and education (structured by academic institutions), and those with 
stakes in literary markets and mass public access (structured by institu-
tions for book production and circulation, such as publishing houses and 
libraries).

Further, the history of competing claims centered on genre—traceable 
through enunciations of literary fiction and genre fiction—necessarily puts 
the present situation into perspective; it brings into view a globalized pres-
ent of fiction production and reception, and of the historically contingent 
concept of genre (of fiction) therein, which is of course germane to this vol-
ume. What it means to speak of globalization in relation to the concept of 
genre occupies the latter part of this chapter.

Phrasal Travels

A historical account of the travels of the phrases literary fiction and genre 
fiction can only be sketched hurriedly here. My observations below are with 
Anglo-American circuits in mind; with more space, other linguistic and geo-
political circuits with distinctive features could be traced as well.

Through the nineteenth century, the phrase literary fiction meant all of 
imaginative narrative in prose (usually including prose drama and novels), 
seen neutrally, or the kind of narrative that is redolent with artifice, orna-
mentation, and even misrepresentation, hence spoken of with a pejorative 
edge (akin to denouncing a deception or indulgent escapism). The novel, as 
opposed to verse forms, could at times be dismissed wholesale with such a 
pejorative turn attached. For example, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1856, 3) 
declared in the first of his 1811–1812 Seven Lectures on Shakespeare and 
Milton that “where the reading of novels prevails as a habit, it occasions 
in time the entire destruction of the powers of the mind; it is such an utter 
loss to the reader, that it is not so much to be called pass-time as kill-time.” 
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In 1847, Sara Coleridge (1872, 790) observed with her father’s career and 
achievements in view:

[I]n literary fiction individuals can seldom be exhibited exactly such as 
they are, the subtle interminglings of good and evil, the finely balanced 
qualities that exist in the actual characters of men, even those in whom 
the colours are deepest and the lines most strongly traced, being too 
fine and subtle for dramatic effect. Indeed it is scarcely possible to 
present a man as he truly is except in plain narrative.

This seems a reasonable insight into Coleridge’s attitude to novels as a par-
ticularly iniquitous part of literary fiction, given his early subscription to 
“plain narrative” or the “language of men” (recalling William Wordsworth’s 
famous 1800 “Preface” to the co-authored Lyrical Ballads). Doubts about 
literary fiction along these lines appeared occasionally throughout the nine-
teenth century, with the association between the specific form of the novel 
and the phrase becoming ever-stronger. Equally, through this period the 
respectability of the novel also came to be increasingly firmly established, 
with the neutral connotations of literary fiction as the novel itself gaining 
ground. Insofar as these turns of usage go, literary fiction was coterminous 
with the novel or contained the novel—there was no other of literary fiction 
within the sphere of the novel or fiction.

But a space outside literary fiction also consisting in fiction had emerged 
by the mid-nineteenth century; it entailed shifting the emphasis from the 
doubtful artifice of the fiction to the confirmed laudableness of the literary in 
literary fiction. This is found in essays in sundry American and British peri-
odicals of the mid-nineteenth century. I find myself pausing with particular 
interest on a pamphlet by Isaac J. Allen, The Philosophy of Literary Fiction 
(1852). Allen put up a robust defense of “literary fiction” against critics (à 
la Coleridge) who dismissed it wholesale, but conceded the need to sieve 
through books perhaps overhastily called “literary fiction” to identify those 
that are truly worthy of being considered “literary fiction”—because, Allen 
notes (1852, 6), fictional works increasingly evidenced a “decline in quality, 
while they increase in quantity, of literary aliment designed for the public 
supply.” Thus, Allen constructed “literary fiction” as a particularly worthy 
selection from a broader field of mainly prose works, mainly novels, but not 
exclusively; taking it as “an antidote for the cure of that morbid craving of 
the vitiated taste for the reading of paltry trash and vicious embellishment” 
(Allen 1852, 11). The values of “literary fiction” thus understood occupy 
the rest of the pamphlet, articulated against—and excluding—a grey area 
of “paltry trash,” or, let’s say, non-literary fiction. There are several moves 
of interest to this tracing of the genealogy of literary fiction apropos genre 
fiction. First, it dislocates the then dominant neutral or pejorative attitudes 
to the phrase, and emphatically positions it as normatively good, valuable, 
worthy. In a way, the contemporary associations of literary fiction are found 



216 Suman Gupta

there. Second, this move breaks up the neutrality of the phrase—as applying 
to all imaginative prose narratives—and makes it a (worthy) part of the field 
contrasted with a (less worthy or unworthy) remainder of the field. This 
now looks like a prescient gesture toward the future division of all fiction 
into literary and genre. Third, there is consequently at least a gesture toward 
a fuzzy and grey area of fiction that is neglected by arbiters of good taste.

The interest of this pamphlet is not merely in its substance; its marginal 
place in criticism is itself significant. This is not a literary critic address-
ing fellow critics in the ivory tower, a man of letters expostulating with 
other men of letters, but a man of the world addressing women. Allen was a 
judge at Mansfield at the time, and later president of the agricultural school 
Farmer’s College and thereafter editor of the Ohio State Journal (see Simon 
1964), and his audience were students of the Willoughby Female Seminary 
(1847–1856, founded as part of the seminary movement and designed to 
provide “advanced education for women, focusing upon preparation to 
serve as wives, mothers, missionaries and educators”: Coon 2006, 4). Sim-
mering behind the words, then, were various worldly concerns and aspira-
tions. The literariness of literary fiction was declared here with a sense of the 
dangers of women reading widely and indiscriminately (analyzed cogently 
with the nineteenth century in view by, for example, Sally Mitchell [1981] 
and Jacqueline Pearson [1997]). It was also declared with the ambition of 
a small-town intellectual preparing to make his way in the world (at least 
in New England), claiming possession of adequate cultural capital. Most 
importantly, it was a defensive posture struck at the aspiring middle-class 
margins against a burgeoning capitalist industry of books, the muchness of 
commodified fiction production, which was beginning to encroach every-
where on the back of growing literacy and education, proliferating mag-
azines and dime novels, and the development of infrastructures for easier 
access to book retailers, lenders, and libraries.

In academe, “paltry trash” didn’t exist within the intellectual horizon, 
nor, correspondingly, did literary fiction with that normative and exclusive 
edge. The sea-changes that were taking place in the literary academe around 
the fin de siècle involved movement from Classics to vernacular Great 
Books, from philology to literary criticism, and the institutionalization of 
national canons (I have examined these developments in some detail for 
English Studies: see Gupta 2015b)—but in all this attention was subsumed 
by Literature. Normative discernment confined itself to a small circle of 
texts that qualify for elite analytical attention, and the intellectual rationale 
of genre divisions followed (in scholarship and curricula). These justified 
the social rationale of institutional restructurings according to elite intellec-
tual and class interests. All fiction within the academic ken was Literature, 
otherwise it didn’t exist; and it was therefore meaningless in critical circles 
to talk about literary fiction as a distinctive type of fiction. It was felt that 
academics had an unquestioned prerogative in the ordering and disposing of 
texts as Literature, including fiction that qualified as such, and the rest didn’t 
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matter. Sustained consideration, within scholarly circles, of the possibility 
that the rest does matter, and that a great deal of ordering and disposing 
of texts was underway following a different rationale and muddying the 
waters, appeared late. Notable in this respect is Q.D. Leavis’ Fiction and 
the Reading Public (1932). Leavis’ was a ground-breaking attempt to get 
to grips with the other rationale: that of ordering and disposing texts at 
the behest of publishers, book sellers, magazine editors, librarians, and so 
on—not according to the interests of elites but according to the consumer 
desires of a broad “reading public.” To Leavis, naturally, this other ratio-
nale was a threat to all that is worthily Literature, and much of her study 
said so; but she also found herself exercising a scholarly interest in under-
standing this other rationale. One of the results was that Leavis found it 
necessary, eighty years after Allen, to recognize the term literary novel (close 
enough to literary fiction) as an exclusive and normatively laden category 
against other kinds of fiction—not quite “paltry trash,” but “popular nov-
els” and, particularly, “bestsellers” (close enough to “paltry trash” but not 
glibly dismissible any longer). So she defined “literary novels” in a footnote, 
which means she didn’t expect this phrase to be immediately meaningful 
to critics: “By ‘literary novels’ is meant those contemporary novels which 
the general public accepts as ‘literature’” (Leavis 1923, 5na). And this is 
noteworthy: Leavis realized, in brief, that what the critic considers as novels 
in the all-subsuming Literature, with all its genres and fine normative gra-
dations, had become, for those outside the critic’s circle, compacted into a 
small space with a name—that the vastness of the novel in Literature has 
been made a small thing called literary fiction within a vast space of fiction, 
without anyone consulting the critic. Leavis confined her textual analysis to 
“literary novels,” but understood the world of “bestsellers” and “popular 
fiction” as inextricably grounded in the structure of markets and the book 
industry, in book circulations and reception beyond academe and elite liter-
ary establishments. She also recognized that “the high-level reader” would 
take a dim view of anything dubbed “literary novels,” and dismiss it as refer-
ring to novels with “commonplace sentiments and an outworn technique” 
(Leavis 1923, 36), as novels that are in the bottom ranks of Literature and 
are trying hard, protesting their literariness with indifferent success.

In a way, that’s where the matter rests still: literary fiction is the broad 
reading public’s way of containing everything that the academic and schol-
arly establishment, the “high-level readers,” had regarded as the novel in 
Literature, encompassing the plethora of generic typologies and normative 
distinctions (values and evaluative criteria) that the latter contains. But there 
are a few further steps that accentuate that diminution and confinement of 
the novel in Literature as literary fiction, toward emptying it of meaning in 
the way I noted at the beginning. To trace this logic we need to turn to the 
phrase genre fiction.

Though different types of commercially successful fiction—Gothic nov-
els, sensation novels, romances, detective fiction, fantasies, science fiction, 
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adventure stories, and so on—had been produced according to typology 
since at least the mid-nineteenth century and in some cases the eighteenth, the 
phrase genre fiction wasn’t used to pull them all together until quite recently. 
They were all largely regarded as either somewhere among the rungs of the 
novel in Literature (a “popular” rung near the bottom of the norm-based 
ladder) or as “paltry trash and vicious embellishment” that needn’t be men-
tioned. Leavis noted this; that she mentioned them in analytical tones, and 
tried to make those distinctions between the “literary novel,” “popular 
novel,” and “bestseller,” was because the book market and public reading cir-
cuit had pushed itself unchecked by academic niceties into visibility—not to 
be neglected and neglectful of Literature itself. Circulating and public librar-
ies, adventurous publishing firms, advantageous copyright regimes, technol-
ogies for cheap (even disposable) print and circulation, proliferating print 
formats from broadsheets to magazines to dime novels, and so on (detailed, 
for example, by Dee Garrison [1979], Lee Erickson [1996], or Mary Poovey 
[2008]) and their encroachment upon Literature simply defied neglect. And 
yet, apart from denoting them according to their production and circulation 
mechanisms—in phrases such as popular fiction, bestsellers, commercial fic-
tion, dime novels—there was no way of describing them as a class according 
to what they contained, what their textual content was. The phrase genre 
fiction obviously makes such a move, and only, as far as I am able to trace it, 
after World War II and probably not really tractably until the 1970s.

Not that there aren’t traces of the phrase genre fiction earlier. It was 
probably in use in the US, among publishers and editors, in the late nine-
teenth century. It appears unostentatiously in histories of nineteenth-century 
American literature in the early twentieth, applied to popular story writers 
(mainly short story or serial story writers), usually printed in magazines, 
drawing upon local or regional locales or dialects and appealing to localized 
audiences. The phrase appears in a deliberate (with genre italicized) and yet  
undefined manner in Fred Lewis Pattee’s The Development of the  
American Short Story (1923, 166–90), for the kind of sophisticated short sto-
ries with regional flavor carried in James Russell Lowell’s Atlantic Monthly 
from 1857 onwards. A chapter on “local-color” or “regional” writers from  
the 1860s to the end of the century, contributed by Clarence Gohdes to 
Arthur Hobson Quinn’s edited volume The Literature of the American Peo-
ple, also, seemingly unthinkingly, identifies these writers as “genre writers.” 
Such carefree identifications suggest that the phrase was in use even, if not 
particularly, in critical parlance, and referred to a specific historical set of 
writers and works—one that was in the past: as Gohdes observed (1951, 
660), “today few books by even the most celebrated genre writers of the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century are still in print.” This application of the 
phrase is largely forgotten now, and yet it was indicative of the use to come: 
it referred to an area of disposable print (mainly magazines) and largely 
non-academic readerships, and it seemed to gesture toward some quality of 
the texts in question, some generic feature, rather than their production and 



On Mapping Genre 219

distribution mores. Also, that they appeared undefined and yet not without 
deliberation seems significant: the use of genre there made no sense in terms 
of conventions of generic ordering and the concept of genre underpinning 
critical interpretation in scholarly circles.

So, dubbing such texts genre fiction portended a potential claim: that 
the textual forms and structures of such marginalized fiction are not to be 
kept out of sight, neither dismissed as unmentionable “paltry trash” nor 
gestured toward simply in terms of their circulations and productions, but 
considered as emanant from the text—analogous to the scholarly approach 
to texts within the fold of Literature. That claim was made explicit as the 
current sense of genre fiction came to the fore, gathering together the pleth-
ora of types mentioned above, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. We find 
some articles in the early 1970s that bring attention to the phrase, such 
as Joanna Russ’ “The Wearing Out of Genre Materials”—a free-flowing 
theorizing of its catchy opening observation that “[g]enre fiction, like all 
fiction, is a compromise” (Russ 1971, 46), immediately putting “genre fic-
tion” at a par with “all fiction”—and Leon E. Stover’s “Anthropology and 
Science Fiction” (1973)—which, beside analyzing types and significances of 
science fiction, offered possibly the first history of genre fiction as such. Per-
haps more importantly, the phrase genre fiction started seeping into learned 
and professional discourses, alongside and even amidst academic Literature 
studies. The division of the world of fiction into genre fiction and literary 
fiction in the current way was more or less announced in Dean R. Koontz’s 
Writing Popular Fiction: “Basically, there are two general kinds of modern 
fiction: category and ‘mainstream’”—with “category fiction” being immedi-
ately equated with “genre fiction” (Koontz 1972, 1). While separate guides 
and bibliographical listings of detective fiction, science fiction, and so on 
were available already, reading guides for genre fiction generally, laid out 
by the typologies (genres) of genre fiction, turned up soon—first in Betty 
Rosenberg’s Genreflecting (1982). This sudden spurt of genre fiction in print 
signified not only that fiction production and reading circuits had burgeoned 
outside the ken of academe (Leavis registered that in 1932), but that people 
prepared to think and write about genre fiction, with a stake in what the 
phrase implied, had found a foothold in academe. These were people whose 
careers were not nurtured in literature departments, but in sectors catering 
to the reading public at large; their success outside academe was beginning 
to be recognized in academic circles—even through organs traditionally 
controlled by scholarly elites, men (and women) of letters, the “high-level 
reader.” It was no accident that Russ was a notable science fiction writer 
herself as well as a teacher of creative writing and English at Cornell Uni-
versity; that Stover was a novelist, science fiction aficionado, and a professor 
of anthropology at the Illinois Institute of Technology; that Rosenberg was 
a librarian who also taught at the graduate school of Library and Informa-
tion Science at UCLA. The Writer’s Digest, which published Koontz’s book, 
was one of the most established serials for professional writers, of growing 
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interest in universities with the proliferation of creative writing courses and 
programs.

Arguably, this turn also has to do with the fact that the 1970s were the 
dawn of the age of globalization in the way we understand globalization now.

But let me pause here, before carrying on with the implications of global-
ization in the next section. The upshot of the above tracing of the phrases 
literary fiction and genre fiction is that they developed through distinct 
rationales, and not in a related and mutually clarifying fashion. The social 
dynamics behind their different trajectories bear upon each other, their con-
notations don’t. Literary fiction is a lumping together of texts that have 
conventionally registered in the study of the novel as Literature pursued by 
scholarly and academic elites, according to elite notions of evaluation and 
ordering—genre. Genre fiction gives shape to the field of fiction production 
and circulation that conventionally didn’t register in Literature, that devel-
oped through a market rationale that was outside the control of the schol-
arly elites, and at the behest of those with a stake in that market. In giving 
shape to this latter field, its proponents adopted the notion of genre—but 
in a way that had no relation to the notion of genre underpinning the con-
ventional study of Literature. In this move there is a superficial gesture of 
doing something that smells of academic convention: locating the features 
of this field as if they are emanant from texts. But the slipping point is in the 
articulation of genre: the academic understanding of genre (packed away in 
literary fiction) and the enunciation of genre in genre fiction do not cohere. 
From the elite academic perspective, neither phrase makes rigorous sense. 
From the broader public point of view, both make sense but in different 
ways: one is a way of putting the complexities and assumptions of elite pur-
suits aside; the other is a way of superficially co-opting some terms—some 
labeling practices (genre)—from precisely those elite pursuits but using them 
in a way that is incommensurable with erstwhile scholarly usage. So, the 
one doesn’t demarcate the boundaries of the other, or overlap, or enable 
comparisons. The phrases exist in different registers, signifying the com-
petition for control between different aspects of the literary establishment: 
the elites who had established institutional ways of studying and evaluating 
fiction texts; and the relatively recent capitalist producers and disseminators 
of fiction texts for the broad reading market. The latter claimed their power 
against those elites of yore by fleshing out “genre fiction”; but, at the same 
time, without ceasing to cater to those elites through the channels of what 
they dubbed “literary fiction.”

Globalization

The argument so far is premised on attention to the circulation and habitua-
tion of specific phrases and terms; it is assumed that their connotative shifts 
are indicative of changing socio-cultural circumstances. This applies to the 
term globalization, too, and is consistent with the rationale followed here. In 
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Globalization and Literature (Gupta 2009, 3–10), I have traced the passages 
of globalization from the 1970s, when evidence of the increasing usage of the 
term is found in academic, policy, and news media documents—gradually 
replacing previously in-vogue terms such as internationalism, cosmopolitan-
ism, or universalism. The shifts of connotation in globalization are charted 
there, from signaling a dawning phase of advanced capitalism (restructur-
ing the exploitation of global commodity and labor markets), to recruit-
ment in the bottom-up resistances (emancipative or conservative) to that 
restructuring, toward ideological neutralization and de-contextualization 
(using the term in such diverse ways that it becomes available to contradic-
tory co-optations and therefore continuous reiteration). Numerous schol-
arly studies have sought, since the later 1990s, to give the term a kind of 
retrospective historical purchase—bringing every kind of cross-boundary 
phenomenon in history (such as imperialist projects, pre-industrial trading 
networks, or early industrialization) within its embrace. Such arguments 
appear to me to be paradoxically ahistorical despite their historicist urgings, 
and strong evidence of the super-signified character of the term now. The fol-
lowing observations, at any rate, are addressed to the period from roughly 
the 1970s when the term came into currency and gradually extended its con-
notative plethora, which is also the period when the phrases genre fiction 
and literary fiction gained currency in their present-day sense. This meeting 
of terminological circulation and habituation is no coincidence.

The effects of globalization processes on concepts of literary genre unfold 
particularly revealingly at the disjuncture between literary fiction and 
genre fiction. That is, the competitive territorial claims made by two sides 
of the literary establishment—scholarship-led and market-led—marked 
therein are inflected by and renegotiated through globalization processes. 
Since these processes are primarily socio-economic in character, it is in the 
socio-economic circumstances of literary production, circulation, and recep-
tion that genre is renegotiated, especially in the field of literary produc-
tion that has proved most market-friendly: fiction. From roughly 1970 to 
the present, such renegotiations seem to have followed several convergent 
strands, which can be traced through the slipping relationship between liter-
ary fiction and genre fiction in this period.

Within the field of scholarship, both phrases have largely remained mar-
ginal, but marginality itself has become a matter of scholarly interest. By the 
1980s, insofar as genre was reconceptualized after Northrop Frye (1957), 
especially with a sense of social circumstances playing alongside or through 
the emanant qualities of texts, two noteworthy moves have been made. 
One could be exemplified through Fredric Jameson’s bid to center Marxist 
hermeneutics by exploring the generic features of certain canonical fictional 
texts (so, implicitly literary fiction). Interestingly, this largely involved reit-
erating a fairly conventional hermeneutic circle (from text and context to 
the social to a “total system” or “History itself”: Jameson 1981, 74–102), 
analogous to that succinctly delineated by Leo Spitzer (1948, 1–39), while 
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contending that social reflexivity confirms Marxist analysis. The ideolog-
ical investment was, however, disinvested of a key component of Marxist 
analysis: the market forces that underpin fiction and criticism productions 
themselves. In other words, Jameson firmly pinned the ideological nuances 
to the texts as emanant and neglected the mechanics of text production and 
consumption. Unsurprisingly, this approach was so centered on Literature 
in a conventional academic sense that genre fiction seemed barely to exist, 
and its market-led mapping of generic distinctions was summarily dismissed 
as being “subliterary genres of mass culture.” The summary dismissal was 
performed briefly in contemptuous tones reminiscent of Theodor Adorno’s 
various dismissals of mass culture commodities:

With the elimination of an institutionalized social status for the cultural 
producer, and the opening of the work of art itself to commodification, 
the older generic specifications are transformed into a brand-name 
system against which any authentic artistic expression must necessar-
ily struggle. The older generic categories do not, for all that, die out, 
but persist in the half-life of the subliterary genres of mass culture, 
transferred into the drugstore and airport paperback lines of gothics, 
mysteries, romances, bestsellers, and popular biographies, where they 
await the resurrection of their immemorial, archetypal resonance at 
the hands of a Frye or a Bloch.

(Jameson 1981, 107)

The other direction of reconceptualizing genre within academic discourse 
at the time, also centering on fiction, could be equally aptly exemplified by 
Thomas Kent’s Interpretation and Genre (1986). Kent sought to accom-
modate the genres of genre fiction (in this instance “dime novels”) within a 
scholarly schema of generic classification (a “holistic theory of genre”) and 
despite the incommensurability of genre in literary fiction and genre fiction 
respectively. The book reads now as a reconciliatory gesture from academe 
toward the classificatory schemes of market-led concepts of genre, a gesture 
of inclusiveness, which was a significant step beyond Leavis’ work on pop-
ular fiction.

These attempts to reconceptualize genre took place amidst growing—but 
still marginal—academic attention to the sphere of genre fiction. The latter 
usually factored in and examined scholarly marginalization itself, thus both 
instancing self-reflection on academic mores (for example, examining the 
underlying politics of literary canons and literariness, effectively putting the 
sphere of literary fiction into perspective) and making a case for this “new” 
area of research in scholarly terms (under the rubrics of popular fiction, pulp 
fiction, commercial novels, or bestsellers). Sophisticated analyses, markedly 
along feminist lines, of specific genres of genre fiction (science fiction, detec-
tive stories, fantasies) had proliferated since the early dubbings of genre 
fiction as such, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. More generalized and 
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sustained attempts to chart the mechanics of generic description in genre 
fiction gradually appeared, initially (in the 1980s and 1990s) with a sense 
of stepping outside scholarly practice, akin to extending an anthropological 
gaze to the rituals of an exotic tribe (John Sutherland [1981] presents a sig-
nificant step here, and analytical approaches by the mid-1990s were exem-
plified by, among others, Clive Bloom [1996] and Scott McCracken [1998]).

These developments were arguably egged on, and continue to be encour-
aged, by a convergence between the underlying structures of institutional 
academe and of book- and media-market enterprise. The convergence is, 
admittedly, not entirely brought about by institutional considerations; to 
a significant degree, and somewhat ironically, scholarly work designed to 
interrogate the inequities of institutional academe and cultural production 
also worked favorably for that convergence. Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of 
the implicitly middle class character of cultural discourses and consumption 
(see Bourdieu 1984), read alongside his study of systems of power embedded 
in academe (see Bourdieu 1988), enables a decentering of putatively univer-
salist or normalized/normativized precepts that were taken for granted and 
grounded in (elite) scholarly practice. Accordingly the study of texts saw a 
shift from literary to cultural study at a conceptual level and increasingly in 
institutional mappings through the later 1980s (usefully marked by Anthony 
Easthope [1991] and John Beverley [1993])—and in that shift genre fic-
tion, as the other of literary fiction (which packages up literariness), with its 
market-led co-optation of genre, could receive unashamed academic atten-
tion (a step that was buttressed by the ongoing “canon wars” then). Paradox-
ically aided by these intellectual/institutional turns, the convergence between 
institutional academe and market enterprise occurred gradually—and it 
is there that renegotiations of genre through globalization processes are 
grounded, at the slipping slash between literary fiction and genre fiction. 
These renegotiations can be charted from two directions: in terms of devel-
opments within or effecting the institutional spaces of literary studies (such 
as departments, schools, faculties); and in terms of developments in the book 
production-distribution-reception circuit. By way of drawing this chapter to 
a close, I quickly sketch some trends along these two directions below.

The emergence of the entrepreneurial (public and private) university from 
roughly 1980 onwards has been so prolifically discussed—especially of late, 
in the context of a settling worldwide neoliberal order—that any quick sum-
mary would be redundant. Insofar as that drift has impacted the micro-area 
of literary studies, and the particular matter of conceptualizing genre, the fol-
lowing points seem relevant. First, the growing weight of applied and profes-
sionally oriented (skills-based) aspects of literature has meant that gradually 
these have both challenged conventional subscriptions to literariness and 
become part of the institutional calculations of scholarship and pedagogy. As 
already observed, of those mentioned above who brought serious attention 
to genre fiction in the early 1970s, Russ taught creative writing and Rosen-
berg library science. The career of the most successful applied discipline of 
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literature that scholars could not neglect (despite an erstwhile dismissive 
attitude)—creative writing—exemplifies a path of consolidation that served 
the entrepreneurial university well (charted in, for example, Paul Dawson’s 
[2005] history of creative writing programs). Writing for the genre market is 
understandably a significant dimension of the skills that creative writing pro-
grams offer. Second, the symbiotic relationship between academic programs 
and the publishing and media industries has gradually led to the former’s 
interests becoming more derivative of the latter’s. For literary scholarship, 
this means that texts recommended in curricula have to factor in pricing 
and market profile; that literary celebrity depends more firmly than ever on 
branding mechanisms, with academic attention following; and that academic 
publishing is frequently guided along lines that are market-determined. Each 
of these factors helps to foreground market-led mappings of genre (laid out 
in genre fiction) and muffle scholarly nuances of genre (lumped into literary 
fiction). Third, through strategic disinvestments and systemic pressure, even 
public academic institutions have gradually become explicitly responsive 
to their own markets, and developed “teaching and learning services,” “cli-
ent relationships,” “stakeholder accountabilities,” and “public engagement 
measurements” that consolidate neoliberal accounting practices. In terms 
of literary studies, especially addressed to contemporary texts, these often 
facilitate the practical presumption of genre in the market-led rather than 
scholarly sense. Since genre fiction of various sorts is energetically profiled, 
teaching modules dealing with them recruit well, projects dealing with their 
authors and serving their promoters receive ready funding, and so on.

From the other direction, the above effects of the increasingly globalized 
entrepreneurial university on literary studies and concepts of genre are met 
with the grounding of market-led generic thinking and disposition in text pro-
duction on a global scale: that is, not in terms of particular genre, since “inno-
vation” amidst formulaic writing serves market interests, but in the manner 
in which the textual field is managed and disposed (in commissioning, in 
catalogues and retailing, in reviewing and publicity). Here, too, the following 
points are particularly noteworthy. First, publisher André Schiffrin (2000) 
had given an account of the growing sway of global publishing corporations 
at the expense of independent publishers, and the corresponding narrowing 
down of literary publishing to the sorts of books that make immediate profits 
at the expense of books that might be more socially significant. Insofar as it is 
tractable, this process of centralizing corporate publishing policy worldwide, 
and publishing narrowly for profit, has continued apace since Schiffrin’s 
account. The mapping of genre in genre fiction could now be thought of as a 
mapping of text consumer bases by global publishing concerns. Second, and 
simultaneously, this centralization of the publishing enterprise and mapping 
of genre/consumer bases has also extended in a remarkably uniform fashion 
across the globe. In a study of the rapid growth of English-language commer-
cial fiction in post-1990 India (Gupta 2015a, 39–60), I had observed that a 
kind of “global publishing template,” consisting in genres in the market-led 
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mould, appeared to have been imported more or less wholesale and acti-
vated to guide local authorship and reading habits. That observation could 
be extended to book production in almost all languages and an enormous 
number of countries now. Third, interestingly, in this process the production 
and circulation of literary fiction is gradually being conferred some of the 
characteristics of genre fiction—as a mega-genre of the genre fiction sort, 
and as containing genre fiction-like categories itself. So, instead of being a 
space where the erstwhile scholarly nuances of literary prose genre could 
be packed away, literary fiction is itself becoming transformed and disag-
gregated to comply with generic mappings typical of genre fiction. This is 
evident in the labeling of “classics,” for example (preceded by “modern”/ 
“contemporary,” “neglected,” “iconic,” “world,” and so on); in the global 
promotion schemes that enable a handful of “serious” writers to surface for 
canonization (by vast translation projects, well-managed media attention, 
and adaptations, and especially through prizes and honors); in distinctive 
packaging and paratextual apparatuses; and, of course, in the management 
of “serious” authorship itself (usually via agents and publicists). Fourth, the 
space of text circulation that has been most liberal and unregulated for much 
of the period associated with globalization, indeed often regarded as a synec-
doche for globalization—the Internet—is gradually coming under the control 
of corporate structuring analogous to print publishing. In this process, too, 
the emerging structure of fiction production that capitalizes on market forces 
hardens generic mapping along genre fiction lines. In this area, for various 
historical reasons, Chinese fiction websites seem to lead the way—possibly 
already realizing tendencies that are yet emerging elsewhere. The elicitation of 
texts via very large-scale participation in fiction websites—such as qidian 起
点 (www.qidian.com), jinjiang 晋江 (http://www.jjwxc.net), sina 新浪 (book.
sina.com.cn), hongxiu 红袖 (www.hongxiu.com), and rongshuxia 榕树下 
(www.rongshuxia.com)—and the management of authorship and readership 
on such platforms to realize profits without recourse to print, are instructive 
in this regard. These exploit the preconceptions of genre fiction-like catego-
ries of would-be writers and would-be readers, and dispose the participative 
forum and actuate the commercial possibilities accordingly. The genres that 
arise in China are occasionally distinctive (alongside those familiar in the 
Anglophone sphere), and often explicitly target men (for example, 玄幻 xun-
huan, daoist fantasy; 都市 dushi, city fiction; 军事 junshi, military fiction) and 
women (for example, 玄幻言情 xuanhuan yanqing, daoist fantasy romance; 
都市言情 dushi yanqing，city romance; 浪漫青春 langman qingchun, cam-
pus romance). Though such websites were initially started by reading-writing 
communities, five major sites that have an 80 percent market share were 
gradually bought by the publishing and games corporation Shengda Liter-
ature, which in turn was acquired by Tencent Holdings, the fourth largest 
Internet media corporation in the world, in 2015.

The reconceptualizations and repossessions of genre, at the slippery 
(often porous) interface of genre fiction and literary fiction, along the two 
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directions above are as yet fluid. As the logic of globalization processes 
in this area is uncovered by further research, the emerging nuances of 
genre-mapping will become clearer. At any rate, it would be premature to 
assume a normative attitude toward these developments, to declare them 
desirable or undesirable; it is considerably more important to examine and 
theorize these developments rigorously first.
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14 “A living death, life inside-out”
The Postcolonial Toxic Gothic in Robert 
Barclay’s Meļaļ: A Novel of the Pacific

Hanna Straß

Various critics have pointed to the readiness and productivity with which the 
Gothic mode lends itself to specific concerns of postcolonial writing, such 
as the pervading sense of traumatic loss and the haunting lingering of the 
colonial past (Rudd 2010, 2–3; Lawn 2004, 125; Punter 2012). In accom-
modating these topical concerns, the Gothic, as David Punter and Glennis 
Byron (2004, 54–55) explain, provides a literary approach that emphasizes 
“the impossibility to escape from history”: “[W]ith the recurrent sense in 
Gothic fiction that the past can never be left behind … [w]e might refer to 
this … as history written according to a certain logic: a logic of the phan-
tom, the revenant, a logic of haunting.” In other words, the Gothic shares 
with the postcolonial the concern with the repressed histories of a violent 
colonial past and the various forms in which this violence returns and makes 
itself felt in the present. As a result, postcolonial writers frequently employ 
the Gothic mode in order to “express the experience of postcolonial condi-
tions, to articulate the unspeakable history of colonialism and to uncover 
the obfuscation, silences and omissions inscribed by colonial discourses” 
(Rudd 2010, 1–2). Since the 1980s, this has led to a proliferation of a subge-
nre called the postcolonial Gothic (Punter and Byron 2004, 54).

In this chapter, I want to add another facet to the postcolonial Gothic, 
assuming a viewpoint that takes into account the detrimental environmental 
effects of colonization. By engaging with the repercussions of environmental 
degradation and toxic contamination, postcolonial Gothic narratives want 
not only “to expose and subvert past and continuing regimes of power and 
exploitation, and to reinscribe histories that have been both violent and 
repressed” (Rudd 2010, 2), but also to disclose and problematize the persist-
ing contaminating and corroding effects of the environmental degradation 
that is part and parcel of colonialism. These concerns about the past as well 
as about a habitable future give rise to the form of the postcolonial toxic 
Gothic. Using Robert Barclay’s novel Meļaļ: A Novel of the Pacific (2002) 
as a case in point, I explore the postcolonial toxic Gothic as a genre form 
that explicitly responds to the conjoined experiences of colonization and 
environmental destruction.

In his reflections on “toxic discourse,” Lawrence Buell (2001, 35–43) has 
already pointed to how conducive the Gothic is to literary engagements with  
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toxicity. Buell (2001, 35) detects a process of “gothification” in the ways 
people communicate their anxieties about toxic threats. Although he limits 
his analyses to US literary production, he concedes that the concern with 
toxic contamination is by no means limited to the United States. For Buell 
(1998, 647), toxic discourse is firmly grounded in the American pastoral 
tradition, in that it imagines the “disruption” of the pastoral idyll. The post-
colonial toxic Gothic, which is my focus here, distances itself from such 
pastoral imagery. It dismisses the pastoral glorification of an idyllic past and 
demonstrates that the toxic contamination is a direct result of colonialism’s 
adverse effects on the environment.

Robert Barclay’s debut novel Meļaļ is set in Kwajalein Atoll in the  
Marshall Islands. It addresses the history of the US nuclear colonialism 
in the Pacific, a history most commonly “render[ed] invisible” in public  
(American) discourse (Teaiwa 1994, 87). As Barclay notes in his “Message 
from Robert Barclay, Author of Meļaļ,” Meļaļ is his attempt to bring this 
history to public attention and to “create awareness of these many hard-
ships” that the Marshallese have been facing. Meļaļ, Barclay says (2014a),

humbly attempts to tell the story of a great and peaceful people firmly 
rooted in the past and present of the Pacific, its atolls, its islands, its 
spiritual homelands—a great people who have survived and continue 
to struggle with the horrors of nuclear testing, relocation, Western 
arrogance and domination. With this novel, it has been my hope to 
create awareness of these many hardships faced by the Marshallese 
people, not only in the past, but also which continue to ripple through 
today.

Barclay has won several awards for the novel, which is currently being 
turned into a feature film. Engaging with the ramifications of the nuclear 
colonialism on the Marshall Islands, Meļaļ discloses the oppressive his-
torical and political complexities that coerce the native population into  
economic and political dependency. The narrative recapitulates the Good 
Friday of 1981, a fateful day in the lives of Rujen Keju and his sons, Jebro 
and Nuke. The members of Rujen’s family have been displaced by the “fall-
out demonic” (Barclay 2002, 1) of nuclear testing and live as nuclear refu-
gees on the overcrowded island of Ebeye. As he does every day, Rujen takes 
the ferry to Kwajalein to reach his workplace at the sewage plant. From 
early morning on, he struggles with a feeling of unease, which is exacer-
bated during the day. On Kwajalein, Rujen is repeatedly confronted with 
American racism, which is most clearly institutionalized in the trespassing 
regulations that prohibit any Marshallese from remaining on Kwajalein 
after working hours—a regulation Rujen breaks at the end of the narra-
tive. Adding to Rujen’s feeling of unease is the fact that his two sons, Jebro 
and Nuke, set out on a fishing trip toward an off-limits area of the atoll; 
as the narrative develops, the brothers’ small boat is sunk by three reckless 
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American teenagers on a larger yacht. Initially it seems that the brothers will 
not survive the accident, but in the end they are rescued by the American 
boys and brought back to Ebeye. Beside the present day narrative, there is 
a second narrative strand in Meļaļ. This storyline depicts the interactions 
between two mythological figures, Ņoniep and Etao, who are preparing for 
a battle with the evil demons that threaten human existence on Ebeye. As 
an “ecologically oriented post-nuclear narrative,” Meļaļ mixes the mythical 
heritage of ancestral Pacific cultures with a “modern western investigative 
report” (Huggan and Tiffin 2010, 58) that reveals the manifold social reper-
cussions of military occupation and environmental destruction. Agreeing 
with Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin’s suggestion (58) that Meļaļ is an 
example of what Susan Najita has called “traumatic realism,” I argue that 
the novel can also be read as a postcolonial toxic Gothic text.

Central to the narrative are the adverse social and health effects that the 
native population suffered due to their dispossession and relocation by the 
military from the moment the US decided to use the Marshall Islands as a 
nuclear test site in the mid-twentieth century. Geographically far removed 
from the American mainland, the Pacific Islands were considered ideal for 
testing nuclear weapons. Their distance promised that there would be no 
risk for the continental population, and their low population density seemed 
to be another argument in their favor. Henry Kissinger is notorious in the 
Pacific for saying, “There are only 90,000 people out there. Who gives a 
damn?” (Quoted in Teaiwa 1994, 101) Thus, this was the perfect location 
to display military power and impress potential Communist antagonists. 
The first atomic tests at Bikini Atoll, known as “Operation Crossroads,” 
were legitimized by Commodore Ben Wyatt’s statement that “the United 
States was testing nuclear bombs ‘for the good of mankind and to end all 
world wars’” (Robie 1989, 143–44). From 1946 to 1958, a total of sixty-six 
atomic and hydrogen bombs were fired at the Bikini and Eniwetok Atolls, 
evaporating various islands, irradiating people from adjacent atolls, and dis-
placing many others (Robie 1989, 143).

Drawing on a petition sent to the United Nations by Marshallese Island-
ers, the novel begins by elucidating the islanders’ deep connection with their 
ancestral lands, which has been severed by these relocations (Barclay 2002, 
1, 73). One Marshallese character, being responsible for the land as “a part 
of the life that sustain[s]” it, recounts that by destroying his home, “the 
bomb had destroyed part of his soul” (80). The resettlement without any 
prospect of returning to their irradiated islands is depicted as one of the most 
traumatic aspects of Marshallese colonial history. This trauma “force[s] the 
Marshallese protagonists to reposition their sense of self in relation to a 
largely uninhabitable landscape” (Balaev 2012, xix). In an attempt to recover 
one of these sites of “empowered ancestral identity” (103), Jebro takes his 
younger brother Nuke on an illicit trip to the off-limits island of Tar-Woj, 
their “patrilineal homeland” (Barclay 2002, 80). It should be noted here that 
not only Bikini and Enewetak atoll but also several other islands in the Ralik 
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Chain have been depopulated. Parts of Kwajalein atoll, including Tar-Woj, 
have also been evacuated because the military has been using the lagoon and 
some of the islands as a bull’s eye for ballistic missile testing (see Barclay 
2014b). While Jebro’s thoughts are haunted by the impossibility to return to 
his matrilineal homeland on Rongelap, to which his traditional land claims 
would be even stronger (Barclay 2002, 80), the island of Tar-Woj turns out 
to be a site haunted by mythical creatures. The trickster hero Etao and the 
warrior dwarf Ņoniep, both characters of Marshallese folklore who call the 
island their home, eventually join forces in order to redeem the islanders’ 
world from total annihilation by the demons of nuclearism, colonialism, 
destruction, and disease.

In the novel, the Marshall Islands are presented as a site continuously 
haunted by its colonial past and the military, economic, and political oppres-
sion. The evil remainders of this history, embodied in the figure of the demon, 
set out to destroy all life on Ebeye. These “malevolent spirits of nuclear fall-
out” are interpreted by Huggan and Tiffin (2010, 59) as “the spectral ema-
nations of a continuing toxic nightmare.” The figure of the demon, hence, 
appertains to the theme of radioactive toxicity and its eerily agential impact.

The invisible radioactive residues are made visible in Meļaļ by its use of 
the demonic figure. At the narrative level, the intertwining of the mythical 
and the real world storylines unhinges the distinction between the real and 
the unreal, the visible and the invisible. In showing human characters to be 
equally affected by the radioactive contamination as all the other organisms, 
the novel unsettles the separation between culture and nature. More impor-
tantly, the demons’ intrusion into the real world parallels the toxins’ pene-
tration of the human body. Acknowledging reservations about “[a]ttributing 
agency to the material world,” Stacy Alaimo (2010, 143) nonetheless sug-
gests that it is important to understand the exchange between the human 
and the material world in agential terms. Elaborating on her concept of 
“trans-corporeality,” she claims that human existence is only made possible 
by the “interchanges and interconnections between various bodily natures” 
(Alaimo 2010, 2). The movement of materials across bodies demonstrates 
that the human body is a site of trans-corporeality permeable to a variety of 
substances; among them harmful radioactive particles. The impact of such 
particles is frequently somatic and may cause various afflictions, including 
cancers and bodily malformations. Alaimo proceeds to stress that it is par-
ticularly “[t]he traffic in toxins” that prohibits “humans [from] imagin[ing] 
that our well-being is disconnected from that of the rest of the planet” 
(Alaimo 2010, 18).

The fact that radioactive particles work at the cellular level of the human 
body can be understood as a takeover of the cells by evil forces. This posses-
sion of the body by radioactive particles resonates quite clearly with Gothic 
fears of the demonic. Helen Stoddart (2009, 118) notes that possession 
“give[s] expression to fears of vulnerability and loss of control” in Gothic 
texts. Thereby, she stresses, the demonic destabilizes cultural categories and 
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opens them up for criticism. Indeed, as we shall see in Meļaļ, the demons of 
toxicity pose a threat to bodily integrity. The notion that the human body is 
separated from its environment—superficially delimited by the skin—and, 
therefore, to some extent distinct from nature is confuted by the intrusion 
of the toxins into the bodily realm. By consolidating the invisible realm 
of toxins with that of bodily experience, Meļaļ’s demonic figures visualize 
their entanglement and exemplify what Alaimo terms “coextensive environ-
ments” (Alaimo 2010, 20).

Many of the novel’s demons of toxic contamination are remnants of 
the most notorious H-bomb test, codenamed “Bravo,” at Bikini Atoll in 
1954. In the novel, this test is also the reason for the resettlement of Rujen’s 
now deceased wife, Iia, as a young girl. Iia once shared her recollections of 
being exposed to the radioactive fallout on Rongelap with her son Jebro: 
“The drinking water turned yellow. It tasted bitter. So did the fish caught 
that day. … By that night people began to vomit. Their skin and their eyes 
and their mouths became inflamed, burning hot.” (Barclay 2002, 81) The 
demonic fallout that covered everything was eventually ingested by the peo-
ple, leading to severe radiation sickness and other long-term afflictions such 
as thyroid cancers, infertility, and birth defects. The novel recurrently refers 
to the phenomenon of severely deformed fetuses, the so-called “jellyfish 
babies” (21, 82, 296). Iia is one of those Rongelap women who give birth 
to “jellyfish babies, what some Marshallese women called monster babies 
because they looked inside-out” (82); she suffers multiple miscarriages, and 
even dies due to one. Moreover, Iia’s recount shows how toxicity turns quo-
tidian objects, such as the food and drink that sustains human life, into 
what Stacy Alaimo (2012, 488) calls “the stuff of horror and destruction.” 
In her new materialist, posthumanist analyses, Alaimo identifies “the human 
as substantially and perpetually interconnected with the flows of substances 
and the agencies of environments” (476). The result of this interconnected-
ness is, as she suggests, the inability to know “what will happen next, as even 
the most banal objects may harbor strange agencies” (488). This, she con-
cludes, arouses “something surreal, something uncanny” about these objects 
and their harmful potential. Alaimo’s observation can also be applied to 
Meļaļ. In the novel, irradiation imbues the drinking water and the food with 
an eerily destructive potency and thus exemplifies the uncanny qualities of 
radioactive toxicity. The general obscurity, the imperceptible spread, and the 
penetration of all realms of daily life are the characteristics of toxicity that 
assist toxic discourse’s “gothification” (Buell 2001, 42).

The demonic figure is a response to the challenge of representing the 
unrepresentable: the invisible radioactive materials and the “vulgarity” 
(Barclay 2002, 296) of the kind of life irradiation engenders. Hence the 
author engages with a “representational challenge” that is inherent in what 
postcolonial critic Rob Nixon (2011, 3) has recently termed “slow vio-
lence.” Slow violence is a form of violence characterized by a significant dis-
tance between the causative event and its slowly unfolding effects. Nixon’s 
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examples of slow violence are environmental catastrophes such as “toxic 
drift, biomagnification, deforestation, the radioactive aftermaths of wars, 
[and] acidifying oceans.” A constitutive component of this form of violence 
is the “delayed destruction” that is often “dispersed across time and space” 
(Nixon 2011, 2). Barbara Adam points to this temporal complexity with 
reference to radioactivity in particular. She suggest that in order to under-
stand the ramifications of radioactive contamination, one needs to employ a 
different perspective on time, one not governed by “the conception of time 
as empty and neutral as well as its use as a standardised, quantified medium 
for exchange.” The problem with this conception of time is that it results in 
a “reduction of complex, interdependent processes to their component parts 
and functions, the isolation of things and linear event chains from their 
contextual interdependencies” (Adam 1998, 195), and thereby eclipses the 
interconnectedness and interdependencies across time and space that govern 
natural life on earth. In order to take into account the essence and long-term 
effects of radiation, Adam suggests a conception of time as “a multivariate 
with each variant implicating all the others” (202). The novel approaches 
this temporal complexity through its very interesting temporal structure. 
By interweaving the mythological narrative strand with the contemporary 
one, and sending demons of the past to haunt the present, it destabilizes any 
assumption of a coherent and linear time. By recounting the mythical parts 
in the present tense, the novel privileges the infinitude of mythological time 
stretching beyond human existence. This framing foregrounds the historic-
ity, sequencing, and continuation of colonial oppression in the islands.

Beside this complex temporality, the relative invisibility of radioactive 
contamination poses another major representational challenge. Radiation 
is not perceptible to the human senses: it can be neither seen, nor smelled, 
nor tasted, and only becomes visible in its symptoms. Until then, it remains 
“beyond the capacity of perception and sensibility” (Adam 1998, 194). In 
order to become perceptible, it has to be mediated through scientific mecha-
nisms (Alaimo 2010, 72; Adam 1998, 197). As an example of slow violence, 
radioactive contamination is “neither spectacular nor instantaneous” and 
therefore lacks the power of spectacle to arrest the attention (Nixon 2011, 
2). Accordingly, texts engaging with slow violence need to “devis[e] iconic 
symbols” to convey its “dramatic urgency” (10). The demons of toxicity 
are one such iconic device, demonstrating the lingering and lasting effects 
of nuclear colonialism. The protracted half-life of radioactive materials and 
the health problems with which the Marshallese continue to be confronted 
attest to this. Radioactive toxicity, returning in the form of illness-inducing 
demons, promises to haunt and violently affect the Marshallese population 
for many years to come.

However, the demonic forces do not just represent the revenants of American  
nuclear colonialism. The novel also links them to the entire colonial history 
of the islands, prompting Etao to welcome the Spanish explorers with the 
words: “You must be my father’s demons! Finally! Who else could have 



234 Hanna Straß

conjured this mess?” (Barclay 2002, 66). Here is how the novel condenses 
the islands’ multi-layered colonial history:

Ņoniep chanted of the Spanish who claimed the islands and prom-
ised life through Christ and gave death by syphilis; he chanted of the  
Germans who became rich by forcing the Marshallese to work at mak-
ing copra for them, the Germans, bringing mumps and measles and TB,  
who punished and tormented those not working as ordered; he chanted 
of Blackbirders, slavers like Bully Hayes who often snatched an entire 
island’s population; he chanted of Christian missionaries from Boston 
and Hawai’i who forbade people from chanting the chants and prac-
ticing the magic that taught the ways of navigation and healing and 
proper living; he chanted of the Japanese who came and pushed out 
the Germans and worked the people even harder and brought so many 
settlers that at one time there were more Japanese living in the islands 
than Marshallese; he chanted of the Americans who brought the bomb 
and jellyfish babies and Happy Days on TV. (86)

As the section shows, not only is nuclear colonialism ultimately destruc-
tive, but all the episodes of colonization in the Marshall Islands entail the 
import of pathogenic and often deadly diseases. The demons in the novel,  
“[s]oul stealers, decay makers, child eaters, sickness spreaders, brain suck-
ers, the foulest of all conjurable demons,” are closely correlated to a variety 
of diseases and health problems. “[F]everishly intent … on wringing death 
from life, on replacing everything pure and natural and pleasurable with 
stinking rot and ruin,” they are described as harmful agents. The result of the 
havoc they wreak is “a living death, life inside-out” (Barclay 2002, 14). The 
demonic figures populating the island of Ebeye are the projection of patho-
genic and environmentally adverse substances as well as practices. Like the 
minute radioactive materials, the viruses and bacteria causing the severe 
illnesses are not discernible with the unaided eye; these demons also remain 
largely invisible to human perception. Within the non-mythical narrative 
strand, they first materialize in the form of bacteria at the sewage plant of 
Kwajalein where Rujen works. Describing the waste water bacteria as “lit-
tle demons,” “frightening to see,” “foul,” and “sometimes deadly” (94), the 
novel metaphorically fuses the demons with illness-inducing agents. Using 
the vocabulary of contagion, it traces the negative influence of the demons 
and, by metaphoric extension, colonialism on the native population. The 
application of the demonic metaphor not only to the nuclear contamination 
caused by the recent American occupation but also to earlier periods of 
colonization allows the novel to voice a rather encompassing critique of the 
colonial occupation and oppression suffered by the Marshallese over the 
centuries.

The structure of the two interwoven storylines whereby demons intrude 
into the world of human characters discloses the complex temporalities of 
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the slow violence that is part and parcel of the ongoing colonization of 
the islands. The human narrative, rendered in the past tense, reveals the 
sequence of the historical periods of occupation. The mythological charac-
ters (demons and their antagonists) existing since “a time even before time 
itself” (Barclay 2002, 27) epitomize the endless fight against the lingering, 
trans-generational effects of colonialism’s slow violence. The mythopoetic 
framing in the present tense accentuates the ongoing persistence of this 
struggle and elucidates how the present and the future are equally enclosed 
in what one might call the timeless temporality of mythological time. Thus, 
as Anthony Carrigan (2010, 261) stresses, the “assault on local sovereignty” 
is “indiginize[d] … through a process of mythopoiesis which reconfigures 
nuclearization as part of the historical battles staged in the richly textured 
spirit-world.” I do not agree with Simone Oettli-van Delden who suggests 
(2002, 48) that such a framing absolves the Americans and diminishes the 
novel’s critical quality as a postcolonial text. Rather, I claim, this framing 
of the precarious ecological and social conditions in mythological terms 
places the islands’ nuclear history within a broader temporal and ecological 
perspective that foregrounds the ecological fate of the atolls and raises the 
question of whether the islands will eventually cease to be habitable in the 
future, as the title of the novel predicts. For “Meļaļ,” as the reader finds out 
on the novel’s opening page, denotes a “[p]layground for demons; not hab-
itable by people” (Barclay 2002, vi).

The invisible demons that populate Meļaļ, hence, should be read as 
demons of history. In giving shape to the prospective threat of ecological 
displacement, they render visible the invisible and destructive powers of 
toxicity and colonialism. They prefigure a constant ghostly return—and 
hence, more prominently, a continuation—of the injustices suffered by the  
Marshall Islanders at the hands of colonialists and oppressors.

The postcolonial toxic Gothic emerges also in the story of Rujen, for 
whom this Good Friday holds a particular fate. From early morning 
onwards, Rujen finds himself driven by an inexplicable restlessness and dis-
content (Barclay 2002, 58, 92, 115). Haunted by feelings of inadequacy and 
injustice, he passes most of the day in a state of emotional limbo between 
having lost “any sense of consequence” and the anticipation of “some nec-
essary reward” for this purposeless lingering (Barclay 2002, 56). This emo-
tional instability becomes the driving force of the narrative. At the two key 
points of Rujen’s story, the narrative makes clear that the reason for Rujen’s 
sense of inadequacy lies in the behavior of the Americans toward him and 
other Marshallese. Rujen experiences the treatment of his American superi-
ors, workmates, and acquaintances as condescending, ignorant, and unjust. 
His pent-up emotions find their way into the open as bursting growls of 
frustration (58). The Americans’ lack of respect and even their open racism 
are shown to have psychologically adverse effects. Colonial occupation, the 
novel shows, has negative effects not only on the natural environment, but 
also on the psychological well-being of the colonized. At various instances, 
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the novel points to the high suicide rate among young people in the Marshall 
Islands. Particularly with respect to prospects of finding work, the narrative 
presents the restrictive American regulations as the cause for depression and 
other psychological problems (127–29). Rujen’s mounting annoyance and 
“increasing uneasiness” become most palpable when the Americans discuss 
the fate of two dolphins that have been caught by Marshallese fishermen 
and dumped into the civic pond to wait for a decision as to what to do with 
them (96, 112, 117–21). According to Marshallese custom, dolphins that 
swim into the lagoon of their own accord are seen as a gift and not taking 
the opportunity of killing and consuming them brings bad luck (120). This 
custom, however, is regarded as “filthy” and “ignorant” by the Americans 
(117). The novel problematizes the conflict between Marshallese environ-
mental concerns and customs, which in this imperial situation only hold a 
reduced legitimacy, and the US law, which prohibits the killing of dolphins. 
Although one of the trapped dolphins is visibly hurt (113), the Americans 
prefer to keep them in the small pond, ironically promoting animal rights 
by initiating a donation campaign to “SAVE THE DOLPHINS” at church 
(190). At first glance, this conflict over the dolphins might seem to be set 
up along the lines of Western environmentalist concerns versus traditional 
indigenous customs, but is in fact far more complex. Staging this dispute in 
a highly precarious environment, one that Carrigan (2010, 256) qualifies 
as a “disabling environment,” discloses the American’s hypocritical attitude 
toward the Marshallese environment. Teresa Shewry (2011, 54) summarizes: 
“[Barclay] explores a deeply unjust, insensible environmental approach in 
which the workers condemn dolphin catching even while they are present on 
the islands to develop infrastructures of war.” Thereby, the novel discloses 
how the appraisal of environmentally damaging and illicit practices differs 
with regard to the perpetrators’ position in the political hierarchy. The envi-
ronmentally destructive nuclear and ballistic missile tests conducted by the 
military are not critically reflected by the expat community.

Rujen’s discontent is caused not only by the rejection of indigenous 
cultural practices and traditions by the American occupiers. Having been 
educated by Jesuit missionaries (Barclay 2002, 184), Rujen has always con-
sidered himself a Christian and felt at home with the congregation of the 
Catholic Church on Kwajalein, where he worked as an usher. On this Good 
Friday, however, he does not find repose at church. Instead, the donation 
campaign maddens him and he becomes “increasingly frustrated over how 
easy it was for the Americans to get their way” and how the Marshallese 
“never had any choice” (191). His position as an outsider in relation to the 
congregation is made brutally clear to him through an unfortunate mishap. 
In an attempt to veil the partly unveiled Jesus figure on the cross, he decap-
itates the worm-eaten wooden figurine. While the congregation members 
regard him with revulsion, seeing in him “a demon risen from … the infernal 
pits of Hell” (206), he recognizes in “the downcast eyes of Jesus Christ …  
almond-shaped, deep dark brown … the eyes of a fellow Marshallese” (205). 
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And in this moment of epiphany, Jesus’ eyes speak to Rujen and promise “to 
remedy all the things he had endured” (207). Rujen realizes that the story 
of Christ is a story “of a man alive in a world of war who dared to preach 
of love and kindness and sharing, the same virtues long held by Marshallese 
before they heard of Jesus Christ” (272). This marks a moment of salva-
tion for Rujen. Not only does this make him “come to an understanding 
of himself, not just as a man but as a Marshallese and as the son of his 
father” (272), but he also instantly knows “exactly what he had to do” 
(208). He races to the pond, where he frees one of the dolphins and kills 
the other, uttering the customary word “Yokwe” (262), which translates 
as “Love to you” (133). This act of resistance to American law ultimately 
“interrupt[s] the US’s attempts to govern Marshallese relationships with 
sea creatures” (Shewry 2011, 56). Invigorated by new-found confidence, a 
revived belief in the legitimacy of Marshallese customs, and a novel under-
standing of his deceased father’s traditionalism, his devotion and obedience 
to the Americans turns into “loathing” (Barclay 2002, 271). According to 
Carrigan (2010, 264), Rujen’s earlier “forgetting” and outright rejection of 
traditional practices and laws can be interpreted as a manifestation of the 
trauma caused by the disabling violence of nuclear testing. Rujen’s transfor-
mation and willingness to step into the footsteps of his activist father attest, 
one might add, to a process of rehabilitation and healing.

Despite its overall affirmative tone, the novel does not provide closure 
or certainty about the islands’ and their population’s survival, as Huggan 
and Tiffin (2010, 59) suggest when they claim that, at the end, the “tempo-
rary balance between social death (the crushing legacy of several decades 
of nuclear colonialism) and cultural revival is precariously secured.” It is 
no doubt true that the novel offers “modes of survival in the present and 
finds resources for the future” (Shewry 2011, 56), and that it depicts a trau-
matic experience as not exclusively pathological (Balaev 2012, 113); but it 
nonetheless refrains from providing a singular solution and a closed ending: 
Meļaļ remains open-ended, infinitely prolonging the ecological and social 
precariousness of the living conditions on the Marshall Islands.

This explicit concern with the precarious ecological future of an environ-
ment and its inhabitants scarred by the destructive effects of colonialism, mil-
itary occupation, and toxic contamination is an innovative feature that the 
postcolonial toxic Gothic brings to the Gothic genre. Romantic writers already 
lamented the negative environmental effects of modernization, urbanization, 
and industrial development and the concomitant alienation of humans from 
nature. Many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Gothic texts can be read as 
critical responses to the profound transformations of the relationship between 
humans and nature in the wake of industrial capitalism. Discussing such 
transformation processes, the Gothic principally focuses on the ambivalent 
“relationship between past and present” (Botting 2001, 12). The specificity of 
this “gothic temporality” emerges in the fact that “the past does not dissolve 
itself smoothly as the present takes its place” (Lawn 2004, 125). Instead, the 



238 Hanna Straß

past returns to haunt the present. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, this 
is also a predominant paradigm of the postcolonial Gothic (Punter and Byron 
2004, 55; Punter 2000, 96; Rudd 2010, 2–3).

The postcolonial toxic Gothic expands the postcolonial Gothic’s tempo-
ral preoccupation into the future, particularly with respect to ecological con-
cerns. Using figures and motifs that highlight the stretched-out temporality 
of toxicity’s slow violence and its persistent threat to human existence, this 
subgenre propounds a decidedly future-oriented perspective. In Meļaļ, the 
mythological demonic figures embody the historicity and continuation of 
colonial and ecological violence, thereby raising questions about the future 
of existence in an environment as poisoned and disabling as the irradiated 
atolls of the Marshall Islands.

Giving narrative form to the severely destructive potential of toxicity, the 
postcolonial toxic Gothic does not fall back onto the apocalyptic doomsday 
rhetoric, which, according to Huggan and Tiffin (2010, 54), is common in 
mainstream environmental discourses, especially with regard to the ecolog-
ical future of areas such as the South Pacific. Nor does it resort to romanti-
cized depictions of harmonious pre-colonial island life. In all of the novel, a 
return to Marshallese pre-colonial customs is not once suggested as a viable 
solution to the islanders’ social and ecological problems. Instead, the young 
generation is well aware of the impossibility of recreating pre-colonial con-
ditions. At the same time, the American consumerist lifestyle is also disqual-
ified as a model for rehabilitation, the American missile range on Kwajalein 
being cynically labeled “Almost Paradise” (Barclay 2002, 242–43). Rather, 
Meļaļ’s tentative proposition that there is hope for recovery and survival is 
based on the continuation of anti-colonial resistance to US military oppres-
sion; at the same time, this hope is dependent on the creation of alliances 
between Marshallese and Americans as expressed, for example, in the fledg-
ling friendship of Jebro and the American teenager Troy. On his homepage, 
Barclay published a “Preface” to Meļaļ that critically summarizes the his-
tory of US nuclear testing and military occupation of the Marshall Islands 
and interweaves it with Jebro’s family history. The “Preface” is written from 
the perspective of someone who considers himself a “friend” of Jebro; this 
fictional author is probably Troy because the “Preface” gives detailed infor-
mation about the amenities provided to the Americans on Kwajalein (see 
Barclay 2014b).

As Punter and Byron (2004, 39) show, the Gothic’s capability “to negoti-
ate the anxieties of the age by working through them in a displaced form” is 
the reason why it is “frequently considered as a genre that re-emerges with 
particular force during times of cultural crisis.” One can hence assume that 
the Gothic also provides a means to engage with local manifestations of 
global environmental crises, including environmental degradation, resource 
depletion, and toxic contamination. Buell’s observations about toxic dis-
course substantiate this Gothic thrust and show how the anxieties about 
anthropogenic toxic hazards are frequently expressed by the imagery of 
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the Gothic. Buell’s toxic discourse, however, is predicated on the assump-
tion that the intrusion of toxic substances into the human realm constitutes 
something unnatural, a breach of the boundary between the human and 
the non-human. This “shock of pastoral betrayal,” a key topos of his toxic 
discourse, describes the awakening to the awareness that the Edenic concept 
of the pastoral idyll is threatened by toxicity and that there is no “protective 
environmental blanket” that could prevent toxic disruption leading to “a 
world without refuge from toxic penetration” (Buell 2001, 35–38). Ulti-
mately, this understanding of toxic penetration as disruption presupposes a 
singular human realm into which toxicity can intrude, and thereby repro-
duces the conventional distinction between humans and their non-human 
environment. In contrast, the postcolonial toxic Gothic proposes a very dif-
ferent understanding of the relationship between humans and their material 
and immaterial surroundings. It is attentive to “the material interconnections 
of human corporeality with the more-than-human world” (Alaimo 2010, 2) 
and dislodges the conventional distinction. In my reading of Meļaļ, I tried 
to demonstrate how the postcolonial toxic Gothic dissolves the boundaries 
between the human and the non-human world, the visible and the invisible, 
the material and the immaterial. In this respect, I argue that this subgenre 
challenges conventional approaches to environmental destruction and sig-
nificantly opens up the temporal scale through which to assess toxic con-
tamination by focusing on the longue durée of toxicity’s slow violence. The 
“disruptions of scale and perspective” are a central function of the Gothic, 
as Punter and Byron note (2004, 50). In postcolonial toxic Gothic narra-
tives, this opening up of scale and perspective is frequently paralleled by 
the transgression of generic boundaries. Meļaļ, for example, not only com-
bines myth and the “modern western investigative report” (Huggan and Tif-
fin 2010, 58). It also expertly brings together Gothic characters, themes of 
magical realism, and realistic depictions, without, in the end, rehearsing an 
ecological apocalypticism that renders impossible the hope of post-nuclear 
recovery.

Works Cited

Adam, Barbara. 1998. Timescapes of Modernity: The Environment and Invisible 
Hazards. London and New York: Routledge.

Alaimo, Stacy. 2010. Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self. 
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

––––––. 2012. “States of Suspension: Trans-corporeality at Sea.” Interdisciplinary 
Studies in Literature and Environment 19 (3): 476–93.

Balaev, Michelle. 2012. The Nature of Trauma in American Novels. Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press.

Barclay, Robert. 2002. Meļaļ: A Novel of the Pacific. Honolulu: The University of 
Hawai’i Press.

––––––. 2014a. “A Message from Robert Barclay, Author of Meļaļ.” Accessed May 7. 
http://www.robert-barclay.com.

http://www.robert-barclay.com


240 Hanna Straß

––––––. 2014b. “Preface.” Accessed May 7. http://robert-barclay.com/Preface.htm.
Botting, Fred. 2001. “In Gothic Darkly: Heterotopia, History, Culture.” In A Com-

panion to the Gothic, edited by David Punter, 3–14. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
Buell, Lawrence. 1998. “Toxic Discourse.” Critical Inquiry 24 (3): 639–65.
––––––. 2001. Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environ-

ment in the U.S. and Beyond. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Carrigan, Anthony. 2010. “Postcolonial Disaster, Pacific Nuclearization, and Disabling 

Environments.” Journal of Literary & Cultural Disability Studies 4 (3): 255–72.
Delden, Simone O. 2002. “Problematizing the Postcolonial: Deterritorialization and 

Cultural Identity in Robert Barclay’s Melal.” World Literature Written in English 
39 (2): 38–51.

Huggan, Graham, and Helen Tiffin. 2010. Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Ani-
mals, Environment. London and New York: Routledge.

Lawn, Jennifer. 2004. “Scarfies, Dunedin Gothic, and the Spirit of Capitalism.” Jour-
nal of New Zealand Literature 22: 124–40.

Nixon, Rob. 2011. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor.  
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Punter, David. 2000. Postcolonial Imaginings: Fictions of a New World Order.  
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

––––––. 2012. A New Companion to the Gothic. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.
Punter, David, and Glennis Byron. 2004. The Gothic. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
Robie, David. 1989. Blood On Their Banner: Nationalist Struggles in the South 

Pacific. London: Zed Books.
Rudd, Alison. 2010. Postcolonial Gothic Fictions From the Caribbean, Canada, Australia 

and New Zealand. Cardiff: The University of Wales Press.
Shewry, Teresa. 2011. “Sea of Secrets: Imagining Illicit Fishing in Robert Barclay’s 

Meļaļ and Rob Stewart’s Sharkwater.” Journal of Postcolonial Writing 49 (1): 
47–59.

Stoddart, Helen. 2009. “The Demonic.” In The Handbook of the Gothic, edited by 
Marie Mulvey-Roberts. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 116–18.

Teaiwa, Teresia. 1994. “bikinis and other s/pacific n/oceans.” The Contemporary 
Pacific 6 (1): 87–109.

http://robert-barclay.com/Preface.htm


15 World-Literature, World-Systems, and 
Irish Chick Lit
Sorcha Gunne

Women’s commercial fiction, or “chick lit” as it has become known, is 
immensely popular around the world.1 For example, one of the genre’s lead-
ing authors, Irish writer Marian Keyes, has sold 25 million copies and her 
novels have been translated into thirty-five languages (see Jacques 2014). 
Chick lit is, however, a contentious and divisive topic as critics consider 
definitions of the genre in addition to its literary value and politics, most 
notably its feminist potential or lack thereof. When searching for an accu-
rate characterization of chick lit, Stephanie Davis-Kahl cites the Oxford 
English Dictionary’s definition of chick lit as “‘literature by, for, or about 
women; esp. a type of fiction, typically focusing on the social lives and rela-
tionships of women, and often aimed at readers with similar experiences’” 
and comments that this is a definition “most reflective of the true inten-
tions of the genre” (Davis-Kahl 2008, 18; see also Harzewski 2011). But 
the OED’s definition, it seems to me, is too vague, not least because it does 
not do enough to distinguish chick lit from literature more broadly which 
also, presumably, can engage with people’s social lives. What other defi-
nitions most commonly highlight is the type of social lives that chick lit 
is invested in registering—that of a typically middle-class single woman in 
her twenties or early thirties who has a career, but is looking for a roman-
tic relationship. Keyes has thus referred to chick lit as funny post-feminist 
fiction that best captures the zeitgeist of contemporary (middle class) soci-
ety.2 Across the genre, writers of chick lit appear to pride themselves on 
addressing the experiences of a new generation of career women who are 
economically independent and still “singletons” into their late twenties 
and beyond. Davis-Kahl herself posits that chick lit involves stories “about 
modern women struggling and succeeding with work, relationships, moth-
erhood, infertility, finances and yes, the right shoes to wear with the right 
dress” (Davis-Kahl 2008, 18). The generic depiction of modern women’s 
lives is then overwhelmingly characterized by a struggle to balance careers 
with personal relationships and involves a considerable amount of fashion 
and shopping, or, put another way, consumerism and romance.

More often than not, however, career and consumerism play support-
ing roles to romance and this is perhaps what prompted Imelda Whelehan 
to postulate that chick lit merely “repackages the classic romance formula 
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found in Mills & Boon and Harlequin so that courtship no longer takes place 
in a vacuum, but rather plots an uneven course through the chaotic lives of 
these women aged from twenty to thirty-something” (Whelehan 2005, 6). 
More recently, Kathy Lette, one of the genre’s authors, has claimed that “the 
market has been flooded with a lot of second-rate writing … Many ‘chick lit’ 
books are just Mills & Boon with Wonderbras, with the heroines waiting to 
be rescued by a knight in shining Armani” (quoted in Sherwin 2015). Con-
versely, however, as Suzanne Ferriss and Mallory Young assert in the intro-
duction to their edited collection, Chick Lit: The New Woman’s Fiction, 
 the genre’s “[s]upporters claim that, unlike traditional, convention-bound 
romance, chick lit jettisons the heterosexual hero to offer a more realistic  
portrait of single life, dating, and the dissolution of romantic ideals”  
(Ferriss and Mallory 2006, 3). The contrast between these characterizations 
is also evident in broader debates on the topic. For example, Maureen Dowd 
claims that the genre’s protagonists are “a long way from Becky Sharpe 
and Elizabeth Bennet. They’re all chick and no lit” (quoted in Davis-Kahl  
2008, 19; see also Harzewski 2011); whereas Mary Ryan defends the genre 
when she argues it “has worked wonders toward positively voicing issues 
of female sexuality and sexual desire” (Ryan 2010, 94). Ferriss and Young 
identify what is at stake in this debate when they ask: “Is chick lit advanc-
ing the cause of feminism by appealing to female audiences and featuring 
empowered, professional women? Or does it rehearse the same patriarchal 
narrative of romance and performance of femininity that feminists once 
rejected?” (Ferriss and Young 2006, 9).

This question is best explored, it seems to me, not in the current con-
figuration of the debate on either the genre’s literary value or its thematic 
feminism, but rather in the genre’s relationship to world-literature as the 
literature of the capitalist world-system, a system that is one yet unequal, or 
combined and uneven. Rather than evaluating literary merit, such analysis 
works to highlight how, as Eva Chen eloquently asserts, chick lit “works in 
tandem with the economic policies of global neoliberal capitalism to con-
struct a desirable world order where the values of materialistic individual-
ism reigns supreme” (Chen 2012, 217). The aim of this chapter is, therefore, 
to begin to explore the relationship between chick lit and socio-historic 
and economic constellations of the early twenty-first century with refer-
ence to examples of chick lit from Ireland. I am particularly interested in 
how, at the level of both content and form, this popular genre registers and 
responds to what Raymond Williams conceptualized as the structures of 
feeling of patriarchal capitalist modernity in a way that reflects the com-
bined but uneven nature of that system. To adopt a world-literary approach 
then is to address broader questions of comparative analysis where most 
critics, including the otherwise excellent Chen, persist in dividing chick lit 
into categories of Anglo-American (“the west”) and global (“the rest”). By 
contrast, as Jim Graham, Sharae Deckard, and Michael Niblett have sug-
gested, “new world-literary methodologies might move away from reified 
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notions of the ‘west’ vs the rest, identitarian politics, globalist discourses or 
humanist-cosmopolitanist models to open up possibilities for new kinds of 
comparativism attentive to the production, circulation and reception of texts 
in the world literary field, and how they mediate social experience” (Graham, 
Niblett, and Deckard 2012, 468). To look at examples of the genre contrib-
uted by Irish writers is to examine the specificity of the Irish socio-historical 
context as well as global currents of the capitalist world-system.

To conceptualize world-literature as the literature of the capitalist 
world-system is, of course, to begin theorizing world-literature by follow-
ing Franco Morretti’s provocative and controversial article “Conjectures 
on World Literature.” In this article, Moretti (2000, 55–56) draws on the 
world-system school of economic history, “for which international capital-
ism is a system that is simultaneously one, and unequal: with a core, and a 
periphery (and a semiperiphery) that are bound together in a relationship 
of growing inequality.” He continues by elaborating on the importance of  
the notion of the system being one and unequal: “one literature (Weltliteratur,  
singular, as in Goethe and Marx), or perhaps, better, one world literary 
system (of inter-related literatures); but a system which is different from 
what Goethe and Marx had hoped for, because it’s profoundly unequal” 
(56). The theory of the one and unequal capitalist world-system, such as 
posited by Immanuel Wallerstein, looks at how distinct geopolitical regions 
are always already interconnected. Wallerstein’s model loosely organizes the 
geopolitical regions into core, semi-periphery, and periphery where wealth 
is extracted from the periphery, flowing into the core (Wallerstein 2004). 
As a consequence, core states are generally characterized as being wealthy, 
economically diversified, highly industrialized, high tech, and are often, 
though not always, imperial or former imperial powers. Peripheral states, in 
contrast, are poorer, less economically diversified and industrialized, more 
reliant on agriculture, and are often former colonies and targets for foreign 
investment. The semi-periphery constitutes elements of both the core and 
the periphery to varying degrees.

It is important to note that although the system is global, its implemen-
tation and impact are different in different places. This is why it is apposite 
to speak of a singular modernity that is combined and uneven, one and 
unequal. This is not to say that modernity is uniformly the same everywhere, 
but that variously different manifestations of modernity are produced by a 
global system. “Modernity,” then, suggests Neil Lazarus, “might be under-
stood … as the way in which capitalist social relations are ‘lived’—different 
in every given instance for the simple reason that no two social instances 
are the same.” In this constellation, Lazarus contends that “modernity” is 
“something like the time-space sensorium corresponding to capitalist mod-
ernization” (Lazarus 2011, 121–22).

This is, I think, particularly useful to keep in mind when we look at chick 
lit, partly because, as many critics have noted, the genre has achieved popu-
larity worldwide or, in Chen’s words, it has “gone global” (Chen 2012, 214).  
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Similarly, writing in the New York Times, Rachel Donadio elaborates on 
the different variations of chick lit in different regions, referring to the 
“chick-lit pandemic.” She notes that “From Mumbai to Milan, Gdansk to 
Jakarta, regional varieties of chick lit have been sprouting, buoyed by the 
demographic that’s both their subject and readership: 20- and 30-something 
women with full-time jobs, discretionary income and a hunger for indepen-
dence and glamour” (Donadio 2006).3 Chen’s article directly addresses the 
neoliberal politics that appears pervasive across the regional variations of 
the genre. Not only is she particularly astute in identifying and exploring 
how neoliberal capitalism is implicated in chick lit, but, like Donadio, she 
notes how chick lit has different versions in different geopolitical regions. 
There is a tendency in Chen’s article, however, to flatten the distinction 
between an Anglo-American version on the one hand and “the global chick 
lit” on the other, thus overlooking her own distinction between different 
regional variations and reproducing the “west” vs the “rest” binary.4

Chen, though, is adamant that capitalism is always already implicated in 
chick lit’s formulation of romance. She highlights how, particularly through 
conspicuous consumption, economic (and sexual) independence is equated 
with the feminist ideal. Critical of this superficial feminist politics, she con-
tends that “in the end, a message of women’s economic and sexual indepen-
dence, which could have directed energy toward feminist social action for 
women as a whole and to change the status quo, is instead appropriated to 
fortify the economic and cultural values of Western capitalism” (Chen 2012, 
223). The conflation of (brand-name) consumerism and sexual freedom 
with a feminist politics is arguably symbolized in the stylized covers typical 
of the genre. For example, Stephanie Harzewski notes that the “high-heeled 
shoes with ‘toe-cleavage’” is, in general, the most popular image on book 
covers (Harzewski 2011, 7).5 In addition to being sexualized, the image of 
the high-heeled shoe speaks to a preoccupation with capitalist modernity 
that is registered in both plot and generic conventions. In her guide on how 
to write a chick lit novel, titled (it would seem without irony) Will Write for 
Shoes (2006), Cathy Yardley has usefully mapped out the necessary conven-
tions for any chick lit novel. In a chapter titled “Chick Lit 101: The Basics 
of ‘Traditional’ Chick Lit,” Yardley outlines the required elements, which 
can be briefly summarized as follows. She notes that the protagonists, who 
are always “fast-paced and high-energy” (Yardley 2006, 11), usually work 
in a glamorous city industry such as public relations, fashion, television, or  
magazine publishing.6 She also contends that there is often a “simply mar-
velous gay friend” and/or an “evil boss” (Yardley 2006, 12; see also Harzewski  
2011). Often, there are also cheating lovers, “dates and Mr Wrongs,” 
accompanied by a “life implosion” that often revolves around the protago-
nist’s epiphany that she has been doing it wrong all along, which ultimately 
leads to her finding Mr Right (Yardley 2006, 13–14). This narrative arch 
is often decorated with designer brands, shopping, and general gorging on 
fashion; and, of course, there are girlfriends who gather over coffee, brunch,  
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and drinks (Yardley 2006, 15). Summed up in this way, it is clear that across 
its various versions chick lit is a genre that registers a particular middle class, 
consumer driven experience of capitalist modernity that Chen characterizes 
as “a Western-style cosmopolitan lifestyle coded as progress, empowerment 
and freedom” (Chen 2012, 217).

Although Yeardley describes common features of the genre, what she 
terms “‘traditional’ chick lit,” is, as it has been noted, not the same every-
where (see Chen 2012; Donadio 2006). Instead, it is a genre that registers 
considerable geopolitical variation. In the remainder of this chapter, I want 
to highlight how Irish chick lit tends to register the structures of feeling of 
semi-peripheral capitalist modernity, most notably in relation to a broader 
social anxiety pertaining to working women and the family. As a result, sto-
ries are often resolved with the protagonist finding her “Good womanhood” 
in a rural setting, for example Melissa Hill’s All Because Of You (2007). 
Furthermore, in the context of world-literature, Ireland makes for an inter-
esting point of departure because it shows characteristics of both core and 
periphery, which renders it, in a Wallersteinian framework, semi-peripheral 
(Wallerstein 2004).7

In the chick lit written by Irish writers, there appears to be a tension 
between working women and patriarchal norms; as a result, marriage and 
family are a recurring thematic topic. There, the ubiquitous book covers 
with high-heel shoes are, to a large extent, replaced by images and book 
titles that evoke heterosexual love, marriage, and home (Harzewski 2011).8 
These themes are also reflected in a narrative arc that is typical for Irish 
chick lit novels and which, despite the main female protagonist having a 
career at the start of the novel, bears a striking resemblance to the tradi-
tional romance plot that culminates in marriage. In Feminism, Femininity 
and Popular Culture, Joanne Hollows draws on Ann Rosalind Jones’ work 
on traditional romance to identify this regression to the traditional romance 
plot as the narrative discontinuity or contradiction that lies at the heart 
of chick lit: “the heroine shifts from being an independent and ambitious 
working woman to someone whose future is defined in terms of the hero”; 
and “for the love conflict to occupy centre stage, the job that gives the hero-
ine glamour must always be temporary” (Hollows 2000, 204, 207).

In Melissa Hill’s All Because Of You, life coach Tara is the chief protag-
onist and the link between the other women in the novel: her best friend, 
Liz, a housewife married to Eric; Natalie, a career driven, successful public 
relations executive, who after meeting Tara on holidays becomes both friend 
and client; and Emma, Tara’s younger sister, who is pregnant but will not 
reveal the father’s identity. The intertwined lives of the four women unfold 
during the course of the novel. The novel conforms to the generic conven-
tions outlined by Yardley; furthermore, it can be read as a Bildungsroman 
insofar as the main characters come of age during the course of the narra-
tive. For Tara and Natalie, however, this means becoming part of a heter-
onormative romantic relationship.9 What is also striking about Hill’s novel 
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is that womanhood appears to be constructed entirely through motherhood: 
whether a central or peripheral character, the focus for all the women in 
the story is pregnancy and motherhood. Tara was a teenage mother whose 
son, Glenn, is now a teenager himself. Glenn’s girlfriend, Abby, acciden-
tally becomes pregnant. Emma is also accidentally pregnant, as is Natalie’s 
best friend, Freya. Liz is not pregnant, but has an eighteen-month old son. 
Natalie is not pregnant either, but her reaction to the news of Freya’s preg-
nancy is “pure and unadulterated jealousy” (Hill 2007, 172). The seemingly 
high number of pregnant women characters as a way to connect woman-
hood to motherhood resonates in the Irish context because the constitution 
uses the terms woman and mother interchangeably in an article that states 
that a woman should not have to work outside the home at the expense of 
her household duties.10 Because of her teenage pregnancy, Tara seemingly 
deviates from the virginal and pure archetypal female protagonist charac-
teristic of traditional romance plots; instead, she is posited as a strong single 
mother who has fought to educate herself and get ahead in her career (Hill 
2007, 378–87). In this sense, on the surface she appears compatible with the 
feminist ideal—she has seemingly rejected traditional marriage in favor of 
raising her son by herself and following a career trajectory—and with the 
neoliberal ideal—she is not reliant on the state to support her and her child 
(Hill 2007, 22). Her career as a life coach, however, is in the traditional 
pastoral caring role ascribed to women; hence, although she is a success-
ful career woman, her career is not “fast-paced or high-energy.” Instead, it 
blurs the line between work and nonwork. Tara, for example, works from 
home, a fact that “seemed to put clients at ease. People mentioned they felt 
as though they’d just popped over to a friend’s house for a cup of tea and 
a chat” (Hill 2007, 12). Furthermore, this “cosy atmosphere” also distin-
guishes Tara’s job as a life coach from the profession of psychology. This is 
a distinction that Hill makes explicit only a few lines below: “While there 
were links between therapy and life coaching, the latter had very different 
techniques and methodologies. Unlike psychology or psychiatry, coaching 
did not deal with diseases of body and mind—instead it helped with issues 
of self-esteem or inability to achieve goals.” (Hill 2007, 12) The gap is clear: 
the professions of psychology and psychiatry deal with illness, whereas life 
coaches deal with emotional unhappiness. This distinction is significant, 
as it reveals a tension between Tara, the professional go-getter and Tara, 
mother and carer.

So, by being extremely careful in emphasizing that Tara is not a profes-
sional, but a carer, Hill’s narrative feeds into the anxiety about professional 
working women. And while the particularity of registration might be Irish, 
the careful distinction between “work” as masculine, professional, skilled, 
and fast-paced, on the one hand, and, on the other, “nonwork” as feminine, 
caring, nurturing, instinctive, and occurring in the domestic sphere resonates 
with globally established binaries and, specifically, with what Wallerstein 
(2000) describes as a typical ideological tension of capitalism. On the one 
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hand, capitalism thrives when women have increased economic and pur-
chasing power and can partake in consumer culture to a greater degree. On 
the other hand, however, women working outside the home radically alter 
domestic life and consequently the very fabric of the patriarchal capitalist 
world-system. Because the work that women do in the home is configured 
as “nonwork,” as Wallerstein notes (1988, 8), it “‘compensates’ the lowness 
of the wage-income and, therefore, in fact represents an indirect subsidy 
to the employers of the wage labourers in those households.” Wallerstein 
(2000, 350–51) goes on to argue that the way women’s domestic endeav-
ors “create surplus-value for the owners of capital, who do not even pay 
them a little bit, is by proclaiming that their work is really nonwork. We 
invent the ‘housewife’ and assert that she is not ‘working,’ merely ‘keeping 
house’.” There is then a dilemma at the heart of Hill’s novel: how can Tara 
be a self-sufficient, “good” neoliberal consumer without compromising her 
“good womanhood”? Hill works to resolve this contradiction by making 
Tara a professional friend of sorts whereby she remains in the domestic 
sphere, but by engaging in “nonwork” life coaching can support her fam-
ily without burdening either the state or her parents. Moreover, Tara’s best 
friend Liz engages in “nonwork” in a similar way. At the suggestion of her 
husband Eric, Liz has moved to Castlegate, “a small picturesque and hugely 
popular tourist village 20 miles outside of Dublin city” where Eric and Tara 
grew up (Hill 2007, 19). Eric appears to commute to work in Dublin, while 
Liz looks after their baby and runs a dog kennel from their “dream” home. 
Like Tara, Liz contributes to the household finances, but does so in a non-
professional setting from her home, which does not usurp her ability to 
discharge her domestic duties.

This blurring of the lines between public and private, professional and 
domestic, city and country is a familiar pattern seen elsewhere in chick lit 
novels. In Colette Caddle’s The Secrets We Keep (2009), for example, the 
protagonist, Erin, has left her unsuccessful life in the city and bought a guest 
house in the countryside. The ideal woman has a job, but one that appeals to 
the traditional feminine qualities of nurturing and caring; most importantly, 
the job allows her to foreground her domestic duties without taking on the 
role of breadwinner.11 Kerstin Fest notices a similar construction of ideal 
femininity correlating with leaving behind both city and “high-powered” 
career in Kinsella’s The Undomestic Goddess (2005): “London is destruc-
tive, whereas the countryside is presented as a healing site where the hero-
ine’s crippled femininity can be restored.” (Fest 2009, 50) In Kinsella’s novel, 
for the protagonist, Samantha, “[a]ccepting the domestic job is only the first 
step of her transformation into a happier, more feminine and, by implica-
tion, also better woman”; hence, “[t]he end of The Undomestic Goddess 
reaffirms the notion that a relaxing, natural life style is better for women 
than a high powered job” (Fest 2009, 53–54).

In Hill’s All Because Of You, the “good womanhood” that Tara and 
Liz embody in various permutations is juxtaposed with the go-getting, 
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high-flying, and glamorous career woman represented by London-based 
Natalie. Natalie has a successful career. She is single, however, and remains 
so because she repeatedly employs in her personal life the same techniques 
that make her successful at work (Hill 2007, 146). As she displays the 
unfeminine characteristics of bossiness and pushiness, all her romantic 
relationships are inevitably doomed to failure.12 To remedy this, Natalie 
is “coached” by Tara in order to be able to adopt a more suitably feminine 
demeanor and subsequently establish a romantically successful relationship. 
Natalie is driven to seek Tara’s help because, as she confesses: “I know it’s 
not fashionable to say it, and most of my single girlfriends in London would 
kill me for even thinking it, but it’s what I want. I want to be married. I 
want to be somebody’s wife.” (Hill 2007, 116) The confessional tone of this 
passage is characteristic not only of Natalie in her relation to Tara, but of 
the genre as such; as Ferriss and Young note (2006, 6): “Chick lit’s narrative 
style furthers … claims to authenticity; established through the documentary 
text of the diary, the confessional style of letters, e-mails, and the intimacy 
of first-person narrative, this realism can result in the perception among 
readers that chick lit is not fiction at all.”13 Natalie’s intimate confession to 
Tara functions similarly. In the context of Irish chick lit a confessional tone 
resonates in a specific way because Irish social fabric is still intertwined with 
a type of cultural Catholicism that, in terms of gender politics, implies that 
secretly all women want “to be somebody’s wife.” Part of the process of 
becoming a “good woman” is then to admit—even to confess—to a secret 
desire to reject the public sphere in favor of the private. For Natalie, this 
means confessing that she is too successful to attract a man:

When faced with a question like [why their relationships have not 
lasted] women often blamed themselves—their weight, their clothes, 
their attractiveness. But, she suspected, not this woman.

I suppose some men might be quite frightened of me. Now, not 
wanting to blow my own trumpet here, but, as you know, I’m very suc-
cessful in what I do. I have my own place here in London, a fantastic 
social life, lots of good friends and a bloody great lifestyle. So when it 
comes to men, perhaps I’m not really giving off the right vibes—you 
know, the ‘nicey-wifey’ type vibes. I think I might be too self-sufficient, 
too independent for them to think seriously about marrying me. And 
that’s what I’ve been trying to change.

(Hill 2007, 249)

Despite Tara’s not very convincing claim that Natalie is not blaming herself 
for her romantic failures, in its language and confessional tone, this passage 
clearly evidences that the ideal woman is in fact the “nicey-wifey” type. 
The novel, therefore, posits not only marriage, but also domesticity as the 
feminine ideal and, moreover, problematically suggests that marriage and a 
successful, “high-powered” career are mutually exclusive. Women can have 
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a successful career or a successful marriage, but they cannot have both and 
they must not be more successful than their male counterparts.

This narrative registration of “good womanhood” correlating with het-
erosexual marriage and domesticity corresponds to considerable changes 
in Irish society, specifically the gender make-up of the Irish labor force in 
recent decades. Since the abolition of the marriage bar for all women civil 
servants in 1973, the number of women choosing to remain in employment 
after marriage has increased considerably. Sinéad Kennedy (2003, 95) notes 
that “[b]y 1996, there were 488,000 women working in Ireland, an increase 
of 212,000 since 1971, compared with an increase in male employment of 
just 23,000 for the same period. Between 1991 and 1996, female employ-
ment grew by 102,000, equaling the growth of the previous twenty years. 
A further 128,000 women entered the workforce between 1996 and 2000.” 
These numbers are significant enough to represent a considerable shift in the 
relationship between women and work in Irish society, one that is fraught 
with tension, particularly as the Irish constitution clearly states that a woman 
should not have to work outside the home to the detriment of her duties in 
the home. In other words, the constitution contends that women’s place in 
Irish society is in the home. Moreover, from a world-literature perspective, 
the construction of the feminine ideal that rejects “high-powered” careers in 
favor of heterosexual married domestic bliss registers the condition of capi-
talist modernity, given the vital role the family plays in the configuration of 
capitalist relations. In Kennedy’s words:

On the surface, the family does not have an obvious economic role. 
While the conventional couple is usually presented in terms of indi-
vidual romantic love, this should not obscure the family’s economic 
function as a source of care and education for a future workforce in a 
crisis-ridden, profit-oriented system. Historically, it was women who 
were associated both with childcare and with domestic labor, and, 
while changes in capitalism have seen women enter the labour force, 
they still bear the primary responsibility for housework and childcare.

(Kennedy 2003, 105; see also Baxter et al. 2005; Beaujot and Liu 
2005; Hochschild with Machung 1989; and Lee and Waite 2005)

It seems that Kennedy is here highlighting a Wallersteinian thesis about the 
independent purchasing power that women should have in order for capi-
talism to function at its optimum level. In the constellation of global capital, 
however, women’s primary task remains that of “nonwork” in the home in 
order to create surplus-value, which, in turn, reaffirms patriarchal capitalist 
social relations. This seems to be the main tension registered in Irish chick lit. In  
other words, Irish chick lit registers the specificity of the Irish socio-historical 
context; however, it is also a registration of semi-peripheral capitalist moder-
nity in the broader sense as it displays a particular concern with women and 
(non)work that is a local manifestation of the capitalist world-system.
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Notes

 1. Although they have been reformatted, sections of this chapter appear in Gunne 
2012. Research for this essay was supported by the Spanish Ministry of Science 
and Innovation, Project “Globalized Cultural Markets: The Production, Circu-
lation and Reception of Difference” (Reference FFI2010-17282).

 2. When discussing the question of defining her work as chick lit, Keyes has 
asserted that she writes “about post-feminist women.” Although she claims that 
chick lit is not always “as fluffy as the title implies” she also argues that “there’s 
a place for fluffy.” She also asserts that “it’s another form of misogyny, to den-
igrate books that are written for women by women about women” (quoted in 
O’Keefe 2009). I disagree with Keyes on this point, because, simply put, being 
about, for, and by women does not automatically make any book, film, or, say, 
television program feminist in its politics.

 3. Donadio’s article is interesting in how it notices the nuanced regional varia-
tions of chick lit. Somewhat baffling, however, is its conclusion: “But ‘the really 
interesting thing,’ said Helen Fielding, ‘would be to see chick lit coming out of 
Africa.’ Not to mention another great frontier: Neither Bridget Jones’s Diary nor 
any of Fielding’s other books have been translated into Arabic” (Donadio 2006). 
Neither Donadio nor Fielding explain why chick lit from any African country 
would be especially interesting; nor does either refer to any of the chick lit by 
writers from the continent, for example Fiona Snyckers or Angela Makholwa.

 4. To yolk together British and American chick lit under the Anglo-American 
umbrella creates a category of the “west” that is similarly problematic to the 
tendency to categorize chick lit from beyond this Anglo-American sphere as 
“global” and by implication “the rest.”

 5. Books that have editions that prominently feature high-heels on the cover 
include Lauren Weisberger’s The Devil Wears Prada (2003) and its sequels; all 
Rebecca Chance’s books, including Bad Angels (2012) and Bad Brides (2014); 
Holly McQueen’s books, including Fabulously Fashionable (2010); and Lauren 
Baratz-Logsted’s edited collection of short stories This is Chick Lit (2006).

 6. Although I agree with Yardley that an overwhelming number of chick lit nov-
els are set in urban locations and involve the protagonist having a glamorous 
career, there is also a tendency to set rural locations against urban ones in a 
binary opposition where the country represents the protagonist’s rejection of 
the masculinized urban environment and return to her ideal feminine self, which 
Kerstin Fest (2009, 44) calls “‘Good’ womanhood.”

 7. Moreover, Ireland has experienced significant social change since 1990, includ-
ing the rise and fall of the Celtic Tiger, the Good Friday Agreement (1998), 
which brought peace to Northern Ireland, and the election of Mary Robinson, 
the country’s first female president, in 1990 (see Ferriter 2008).

 8. For example, Cecelia Ahern’s How to Fall in Love (2013), Maeve Binchy’s Silver 
Wedding (1989), Cathy Kelly’s Homecoming (2010), Marian Keyes’ Lucy Sulli-
van Is Getting Married (2012), Sophie Kinsella’s Wedding Night (2014), Sinéad 
Moriarty’s The Baby Trail (2004), Sheila O’Flanagan’s Isobel’s Wedding (1999), 
Patricia Scanlon’s Love and Marriage (2011) and Coming Home for Christmas 
(2010), and Sarah Webb’s Always the Bridesmaid (2001).

 9. Elena Pérez-Serrano (2009) suggests that “Chick lit contains the all-pervasive idea 
that being in a relationship (and, on some occasions, getting married) is the most 
suitable option for women.” This point is also echoed by Pamela Butler and Jigna 
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Desai (2008, 15) when they comment that “[f]or women’s bildungsromans, this 
usually means a conclusion in which identity, status, and position are determined 
through proper marriage sanctioned by the family, society, and nation-state.”

 10. Article 41.2.1° of Bunreacht na hÉireann Constitution of Ireland (enacted in 
1937) states: “In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, 
woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be 
achieved.” (Bunreacht 2012, 162) Which, in Article 41.2.2, is followed by: “The 
State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged 
by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the 
home.” There is no intention to remove this article in the foreseeable future.

 11. Furthermore, in All Because of You and The Secrets we Keep, as the names Tara 
and Erin implicitly suggest, there is a reactivation of the trope of mother Ireland 
in a contemporary context.

 12. Her “pushiness” even inspires one boyfriend to call her a “psycho bunny-boiler” 
(Hill 2007, 142).

 13. Imelda Whelehan (2005, 5) also comments that the confessional tone is a 
generic characteristic, adding that the diary format of Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s 
Diary not only suggests a connection to women’s fiction of the 1970s, which 
often utilized the diary form and confessional tone to explore ideas of sexuality, 
but also reveals “an anxiety about the legacy of the Women’s Movement in the 
1990s,” implying that women’s secret desire is to forego career success in favor 
of a happily ever after with Mr. Darcy (see also Altman 2003).
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16 The Form of Resistance
Literary Narration and Contemporary 
Radical Political Experience

Hrvoje Tutek

In 2013, as we find ourselves in the middle of another wave of popular pro-
tests arising globally with what seems a spontaneous ease, it is appropriate 
to begin by quoting from a recent article that frames this situation in a par-
adigmatic manner. The journal in which the article was published (ROAR 
Magazine: Reflections on a Revolution) describes itself somewhat poetically 
as “the online journal of the radical imagination that seeks to amplify the 
voice of our generation amid the clamorous cacophony of a rapidly chang-
ing world.” The article begins with a curiously symptomatic remark that 
reads like a back-cover blurb of a Thomas Pynchon novel: “What do a park 
in Istanbul, a baby in Sarajevo, a security chief in Sofia, a TV station in 
Athens and bus tickets in Sao Paulo have in common? However random the 
sequence may seem at first, a common theme runs through and connects all 
of them.” That much is certainly true, it does not take a very precise analyt-
ical instrument to notice there might be a common logic to these events. In 
fact, the global solidarity of the protesters—Turkish flags in Brazil, and vice 
versa—makes it plain to see.

But the article goes on to identify this logic in terms of political philos-
ophy, as a crisis of representation: “Each reveals, in its own particular way, 
the deepening crisis of representative democracy at the heart of the modern 
nation state. And each has, as a result, given rise to popular protests that 
have in turn sparked nationwide demonstrations, occupations and confron-
tations between the people and the state” (Roos 2013). The claim, however, 
that the crucial antagonism common to these events is the one between the 
people and the state becomes problematic the moment one familiarizes one-
self with their particular dynamics and motivations. Each of them has, of 
course, had to confront the repressive apparatus of the (capitalist) state, but 
each of them has at the same time been driven by the desire to reverse the 
privatization of public property, the only existing legal form of this reversal 
being the state. So, instead of pitting people against the state, it can just as 
plausibly be claimed that the protests are not “confrontations” between the 
people and the state, but rather a defense of the state by the people. This 
is shown by a quick look at a couple of the examples. In Bosnia, the pro-
testers explicitly demanded a state administrative intervention at a federal 
level, a universal citizen ID number to avoid some of the insane bureaucratic 
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problems they face in the country fragmented into ethnicity-based para-state 
entities after the Dayton peace agreement. In Greece, the TV station men-
tioned in the article is the Greek public, state-owned television, which was 
closed down by the government with eight hours’ notice as part of an aus-
terity measures package. In Turkey, the trigger was the defense of a pub-
lic park against a big urbanization project, one among many in a country 
whose privatization- and debt-driven economic growth was praised as an 
example for other peripheral and semi-peripheral countries. And so on … 
Each of these events was, therefore, sparked not by an abstract political 
crisis of the state form, but by a material disappearance of the state as the 
only, however imperfect, institutional-legislative form of the commons, the 
only bulwark against the logic of fragmentation by private enclosure. In this 
sense, to conceptualize the logic of opposition of these movements as people 
against the state is to turn a difficult but productive historical contradiction 
such as we must defend (the promise of) the state by fighting against the 
state into an abstract antinomy between two apparently coherent laws. This 
antinomy, moreover, when applied on a global scale in order to point to the 
similarities between movements, produces a false uniformity by suggesting 
that globally, it is the same abstract “people” that rise to struggle. Thus it 
blurs the configuration of inequality that constitutes the common global 
reality that anti-systemic movements of today face.

When asked what the global North should do to help the landless farm-
ers in Brazil, João Pedro Stedile (2004, 46), Brazilian economist and leader 
of the Brazilian Sem Terra movement, answered: “[B]ring down your neo-
liberal governments!” This concise remark displays an acute awareness of 
the existence of this global common reality as at once singular and unequal. 
His expression of this complex state of affairs is analogous to Harry Haroo-
tunian’s theorization of “peripheral modernities” as elements of a system in 
which “all societies share a common reference provided by global capital 
and its requirements” (Harootunian 2000, 62–63).

But despite its emphasis on singularity, Stedile’s remark also indicates 
that this reality is marked by profound contradictions and asymmetries 
which should not be erased by abstract appeals to global solidarity. For 
it is the systemic logic of capitalist universality that simultaneously makes 
the global possible and makes it profoundly asymmetrical. “The specific 
ways in which capitalism is lived,” as Warwick Research Collective formu-
late it—or frameworks for experiencing capitalist modernity—are not the 
same. And as various (and variously successful) theories of uneven capital-
ist development, from early dependency theory to world-systems analysis 
and historical-geographical materialism, have long suggested—these ways 
in which capitalism is lived can never become the same because the produc-
tion, or maintenance, of asymmetry is a systemic consequence of the logic of 
the world-system. Capitalist modernity is, therefore, heterogeneous, binding 
together radically different levels of development, and as such it produces a 
temporality that is far from linear, uniform, and fixed. To give an example, 



256 Hrvoje Tutek

feminist theorist Silvia Federici (2012) reminds us that the recent protests 
against education cuts in many Western countries are nothing new; they 
simply present the latest in a long cycle of struggle against the neoliberal 
restructuring of the global economy that can be traced to its mid-1980s 
avant-garde in less-developed African and Latin American countries. There, 
protesters were the first to realize that the cuts to university funding man-
dated by such institutions as the World Bank effectively bring about an 
international division of labor in which their populations would suffer 
restricted access to education and as such be systemically doomed to provid-
ing low-skilled, uneducated labor. Or, take the example of the post-socialist 
transition in former Yugoslavia. Its dissolution is normally portrayed as an 
inevitable historical improvement which turned “socialist countries” into 
“developing countries.” As “socialist countries” they were still engaged in a 
sort of collective hallucination, inebriated by ideological, childish delusions 
of their naive past, but as “developing countries” they grew up overnight 
to accept the clear-headed, empirical pragmatism of mature experience. 
However, almost as soon as it was achieved, this momentous sobering-up, 
this maturity, was paradoxically being called into question. As Boris Buden 
(2010, 18) wrote:

A curious set of metaphors marks the jargon of postcommunist tran-
sition: education for democracy, classrooms of democracy, democratic 
exams, democracy that is growing and maturing, democracy in dia-
pers . … This language of postcommunism discloses a paradox that 
points at what is probably the greatest scandal of recent history: those 
who proved their political maturity in the so-called ‘democratic rev-
olutions’ of 1989–1990 have become thereafter, overnight, children!

But this paradox is not limited to post-communist transition. The wide-
spread ideological structures that developed in step with the dismantling 
of certain institutions of the state—which was the condition of possibil-
ity of neoliberal globalization—exhibit the same temporal reversal. Think, 
for instance, of the expression of the nanny state, very common in English, 
implying that the beneficiaries of state regulation are children who need to 
be taken care of. Or perhaps the recent interview in which Michael Fuchs 
(2013), a close associate of Angela Merkel and a leading member of the 
German ruling party, spoke about France as “the problem child of the EU” 
that, unlike Spain or Italy, did “not do its homework” because of French 
reluctance to implement austerity measures and cut social spending.

These are all examples of forcing a paradoxical temporality onto the 
history of democratic struggle sedimented in the social institutions of the 
state. They represent those institutions as remnants of a surpassed historical 
phase, even though it is precisely their eradication that brings us back in time 
since it reverses the history of hard-won struggles of “various forms of social 
mobilization and cultural self-assertion that gradually shifted definitions of 
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public and private,” as the historian Geoff Eley (2002, 4) called them. The 
temporal logic of these reversals fits perfectly with the concept of the New 
Vulgate, proposed by Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant some fifteen years 
ago. The New Vulgate is a system of categories of perception whose func-
tion is to “superimpose the appearance of reason—especially economic and 
politological reason—on the social fantasies of the dominant” (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2001, 4). The New Vulgate is a contemporary instrument of 
hegemony, a perceptual zero point closely connected to the existing config-
urations of power to which every social debate, every representation, every 
discursive intervention is forced to relate in some way. So the biggest discur-
sive challenge for any counter-hegemonic initiative is to avoid reproducing 
these categories of perception, to achieve a re-mapping of the social reality 
so as to make visible the systemic contradiction that underlies it.

In the past fifteen years or so, and especially recently, following a brief 
period of a certain lull during the triumphalism of the “End of History” 
period of history, we have steadily been witnessing attempts to do just that. 
Globally dispersed anti-systemic and reformist political movements that 
have banded together on the platform of alter-globalization around the turn 
of the century have accumulated experience, developed their own strategies, 
and produced a framework of cultural references that are all passed on, with 
today’s movements accumulating their own and learning from the traditions 
they inherit and, as it seems at the moment, further expand. During the last 
few years especially, the experience of radical politics seems to have become 
distributed beyond the domain of fringe groups in exotic places. As more 
people have concrete reasons to take to the streets, it seems that Arundhati 
Roy’s radical dictum that the only thing worth globalizing is dissent rings 
ever truer. But it would be wrong to suppose that this is a spontaneous, 
unprecedented occurrence. Dissent does not arise ex nihilo but is always 
a symptom—in our case a symptom of the lived experience of capitalism, 
which we are usually made to think is virtual, disintegrated, fractured, liq-
uid, or atomized. But for anti-systemic dissent to manifest itself politically, 
a collectivization of such individual instances of experience is necessary. 
The connected instances of this collectivization then enable the cultural 
registration of global collective dissent, which needs a counter-hegemonic 
form in order to avoid becoming just a passing outburst and to sustain 
the effort of building history. Without it, it is in danger of dissolving after 
a discharge of glorified presentism and of becoming at best fragmented, 
individualized memory. It burns out before constituting a stable basis for its 
reproduction. A spontaneous awareness of this can be seen in the symbolic 
politics of the above-mentioned movements, which actively work to pro-
duce a counter-hegemonic framework of references. This is visible not only 
from examples of concrete images or texts, but also from the logic of their 
organizational structure. The embodiment of new strategic tendencies to 
re-appropriate space and infrastructure in a permanent or semi-permanent 
process of resistance, as opposed to the older ones, which concentrated on 
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large but ephemeral events, can be seen in the founding of on-site institu-
tions such as libraries or theaters. This is, of course, far from unprecedented. 
As E. P. Thompson’s (1980) classic study of that privileged revolutionary 
subject of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reminds us, a collectivity 
is brought into being not by a theoretical performative or a political decree, 
it does not live on voluntarism and unconstrained affect, but emerges 
instead with the creation of a network of traditions, institutions, practices, 
and common frames of reference that respond to the specific conditions 
of the collectivity’s existence. Without this grounding within an emancipa-
tory, counter-hegemonic history, this subject cannot achieve permanence or 
awareness of collectivity beyond the boundaries of individual life-worlds. 
From this perspective, far from seeing (representational) form as a danger, in 
the manner of many contemporary theories concentrated on theorizations 
of formlessness and becoming—or seeing it, in the manner of the young 
Lukács, as tragedy in opposition to the flux of life—form is what sustains 
life, what enables it to reproduce itself in the first place.

So, to finally reach the main topic of my analysis: sporadic anti-systemic 
dissent needs, among many other things, its representational equivalent, 
needs its form. And form is produced culturally. What I would like to look 
at here more closely is how this labor of form has unfolded in the period of 
the “End of History,” after the universalization of capitalism, in yet another 
temporal reversal, seemed to have brought an almost feudal stability to its 
particular distribution of the sensible, to use Jacques Rancière’s category, 
despite all the talk about fluidity, flexibility, and movement. This stability 
has meant, as Fredric Jameson succinctly put it, that it became easier to 
imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. This is a good 
diagnosis of how the instruments of hegemony characteristic of this spe-
cific conjuncture, such as the New Vulgate, produce perceptual reconfig-
urations with quite definite political consequences. For it is not only that 
imagining the end of capitalism has become impossible, but that even just 
speaking of containing it prompts charges of immaturity, naivety, or crazi-
ness. This does not mean, however, that such attempts have been lacking. 
Within the institution of literature, which is my primary concern here, they 
have unavoidably been more or less restricted to genre fiction sensitive to 
the particular compartmentalization of the literary market and banished 
to the obscure and not-quite-serious traditions of science fiction or what 
has recently often been called “speculative fiction.” These are allowed to 
“speculate” insofar as the cultural implications of their genre form remove 
them from the sphere where the lived reality of capitalism is discussed in an 
institutionally legitimized and “serious” manner. However, what I am more 
interested in here is writing outside of the “speculative” genre classification, 
writing that installs as its form what might be called anti-bourgeois realism, 
or the realism of anti-capitalism—contemporary counter-hegemonic writing 
in the modernist tradition. Similar to Barbara Harlow’s “resistance litera-
ture” (1987, xiv–xx), which was inextricably tied to anti-colonial struggles 
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and nation building in the periphery, I suggest this is a historically specific 
aesthetic-political project that a) acknowledges global capitalism as its spe-
cific historical situation and condition of possibility, b) as such constructs 
its implied horizon of reception as immanently transnational, c) attempts a 
mapping of spatio-temporal peculiarities of capitalism with all their contra-
dictions, and d) inscribes itself into a counter-hegemonic cultural tradition 
that resonates with its political equivalents at the point of reception.

* * *

I will now move on to an analysis of the genre structures of three novels 
that I find representative in this respect: the literary collective Wu Ming 
Foundation’s Q (1999), Robert Newman’s The Fountain at the Centre of 
the World (2003), and John Berger’s From A to X (2008). Since the discus-
sion about genre has lasted for more than two thousand years, there are 
many different theorizations and definitions of the concept. So in order to 
remove terminological ambiguity as much as possible, I would like to give a 
simple working definition on which I will rely here. If we are not careful, the 
concept of genre can be made to function as nothing more than an arbitrary 
indicator—a basic unit—of difference. Since it has repeatedly been shown 
that it is not quite possible to firmly ground the definition of genre in a set 
of objective, transhistoric criteria, this has led some to conclude that, effec-
tively, every individual utterance is its own specific genre—and thus render 
the concept useless. I would like to avoid this and think that it is much more 
useful to view genre functionally, as a set of particular social conventions, 
an institution with a specific historical purpose within its semiotic practice, 
developed within the methodological horizon of that practice in reply to a 
particular representational problem. In this sense I find that instead of con-
structing formalist genealogies, it is much more useful for my purposes here 
to look at how a particular historical moment produces its genericity, to use 
Gérard Genette’s term; in other words, what are the active conceptualiza-
tions and configurations of genre and what kind of historical, aesthetic, and 
ideological constraints and concerns does this reflect?

All of the texts I mentioned exhibit a very strong awareness of genre as 
a representational strategy and a symbolic act. Take for instance Q, a novel 
whose plot details the history of the sixteenth-century Anabaptist radical 
protestant movement. It is a true clutter of genre conventions, from both 
popular and loftier traditions, which are utilized in an attempt to structure 
a narrative about the transformations of Anabaptism as an allegory of late 
twentieth-century anti-capitalist movements. It details a strange story of an 
Anabaptist militant, from his innocent youth in the initial groups around 
Thomas Müntzer, which were slaughtered in the German Peasants’ War of 
1524–1525, through the loss of this innocence in the Münster Rebellion, 
to later maturity gained in an autonomous Anabaptist commune in Ant-
werp and the conspiratorial initiatives in Basel and Venice. Simultaneously, 
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a parallel and converging narrative thread incorporates into the plot Ecclesi-
astical history, political conspiracy, and espionage. At a book store, Q would 
most likely be tagged as a conspiracy thriller, or perhaps as historical fiction, 
as the blurbs and review excerpts from the English edition confirm. This, for-
mally speaking, would not be a mistake as many of the typical conventions 
of these genres are employed in full or in part, from the compulsory narrative 
suspense to the reconstruction of history as a playground of secret elites. 
Of course, it is doubtful whether there is a “clean” generic structure in any 
work. But here, this “dirtiness” is raised to the level of a structural principle: 
in Q, as many heterogeneous genre conventions are used as possible, and as 
many formal devices, from the epistolary form to internal monologue. But 
it would be too easy to ascribe all this to a celebration of chaotic impurity 
or simply to the dominant procedure of “laying bare the device.” Instead, 
the promiscuity of genre structures functions as an allegorical extension at 
the level of form. The multiplicity and amalgamation of genres from both 
sides of the still active divide between popular culture and high culture is not 
simply a sign of the aesthetic legacy of postmodernism, but finds its political 
correlate in the pluralistic ideology of anti-systemic movements of the time. 
One of the phrases coined to capture this pluralism, designating the popular 
front of political initiatives on the common platform of opposition to neolib-
eral globalization, was “the movement of movements.” Of course, allegorical 
intent is sometimes too easily read into any text, so let me illustrate. The plot 
of Q takes place roughly at a time when the printing press was a new inven-
tion; indeed, the fascination with the strategic consequences of this invention 
and its strategic importance echoes throughout the text. This reflects the stra-
tegic importance that the Internet had for contemporary political organiza-
tion. In fact, certain metonymies coined to emphasize this importance, from 
the Guttenberg Galaxy to the Network Society, are, if nothing else, good 
illustrations of the historic impact of both innovations. Here is the narrator 
in a characteristic rumination, “blogging” about the German Peasants’ War:

The peasants are running wild: not a day passes without news of plun-
der, insurrections, everyday brawls turning into tumults, from one 
region to the next. The network of contacts that the Magister has been 
cultivating with obsessive precision for years is extensive and complex, 
forever broadening and supplying fresh information. And then, most 
important of all, there’s the printing press; that stupefying piece of 
technology which, like a dry and windy forest fire, is spreading by the 
day, giving us plenty of ideas for ways of sending messages and incite-
ments further and faster to reach the brethren, who have sprung up 
like mushrooms in every corner of the country.

(Blissett 2004, 82)

Additionally, the conspiracy genre, present in popular narratives for a long 
time but spreading and developing in an unprecedented way with the arrival 
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of online communication, is also used to an interesting effect. The typical 
Ecclesiastical conspiracy, later popularized globally by Dan Brown, is sup-
plemented by a decentering of the narrative: the Church intrigue is sup-
plemented by intrigues of an institution at least as interesting, namely the 
expanding capitalist banking system in the period between the end of the 
Genoese cycle of capitalist accumulation and the beginning of the Dutch 
one, to use Giovanni Arrighi’s chronology (1994, 109–44). This conjuncture 
is crucial for the history of global capitalism as the historic roots of many 
of the financial instruments that led to the most recent crisis can be traced 
back to that time. This connection is made visible through allegoresis but 
also through anachronistic application of contemporary genres such as con-
spiracy narratives, the function of which is not so much to reconstruct a past 
historical period as to establish easily identifiable connections with the pres-
ent. In addition, there is another axis to the complex genre structure of the 
novel. As already mentioned, Q is a story about the formation of a political 
radical. As such, it is an extension of the Bildungsroman or, more precisely, of 
a specific development of the Bildungsroman, namely the twentieth-century 
modernist Künstlerroman. In fact, the structure of the narrative directly mir-
rors a single precursor in the modernist literary tradition, James Joyce’s A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. As is well known, the narrative of 
Joyce’s novel is structured around the main character’s epiphanies, which 
are, as it happens, immediately followed by failures. The narrative unfolds 
through a series of boom and bust cycles which, if visualized, look like a sine 
graph. This structure can be seen as a modernist subversion of the classical 
Bildungsroman’s concluding achievement of social respectability, or at least 
maturity, which would be graphed as a single upward line. In Joyce, this  
boom-and-bust cycle even continues into Ulysses, where we again find  
Stephen Daedalus fallen flat on his face after he vowed, in the previous 
novel, to “forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my 
race” (Joyce 2011, 287). But the main character of Q, one of whose names 
is—in opposition to the high-flying Daedalus—Geert From The Well, ends 
on a careful note more akin to contemporary chaotic sensibility:

No plan can take everything into account. Other people will raise their 
heads, others will desert. Time will go on spreading victory and defeat 
among those who pursue the struggle. …

May the days be aimless.
Do not advance the action according to plan.

(Blissett 2004, 635)

This possibility of genre complexity, historical reach, and the allegorical 
subtext that maps the temporality of capitalism by re-enacting and bending 
literary history is reduced to a binary genre simplicity in Robert Newman’s 
The Fountain at the Centre of the World. However, the project of Newman’s 
novel is certainly not so modest in its global scope. Literary scholar John 
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Limon (2008), who regards it as “possibly the paradigmatic global novel,” 
wrote that “the world at this moment is in need of a revolutionary method 
of regarding itself as a world.” To put this in proper context, it is useful 
to note that one of the instruments that obscure the vision of the systemic 
dynamics of the world-system is the logic of fragmentation operative in the 
hegemonic discourses that complement the equivalent operation of global 
capital. In light of this, the problem is perhaps not so much that this method 
does not exist, but rather that we need to surmount the barriers to its vis-
ibility. The need to regard the world as world, which Limon speaks of, is 
political; in essence it is the need to create a way of perceiving a historically 
consequential whole, an operative totality—as historically consequential as 
the nation used to be—at a global level. Nothing like that exists yet and has 
so far been attempted perhaps only by bankers—and Marxists. However, 
Limon’s warning is well noted.

Robert Newman’s novel directly engages with that problem in an attempt 
to develop, not the aesthetic equivalent of this totality, but a representa-
tional form of its lack. To do that, Newman turns to the old cultural par-
adigms and genre conventions of the novel. The novel as “the epic of a 
world abandoned by God,” to use Lukács’ catchphrase, seems to be used by 
Newman in an old-fashioned attempt to develop a structure whose function 
is to narratively enact the systemic connection between individual represen-
tative historical phenomena of the world globalized by capital. However, a 
closer analysis of his procedure reveals that what initially looks like his most 
conspicuous genre model, the realist one, is, in Limon’s words, “unrealistic 
and unrealized.” This is not an aesthetic value judgment. I would agree with 
Limon that the stunted narrative realization of The Fountain at the Centre 
of the World is intentional. It points to the existence of another active mode 
that stunts the narrative realization of Newman’s realism and simultane-
ously saves his novel from reproducing typical realist limitations. Jameson 
(1981, 152) wrote that the role of the realist novel was “the systematic 
undermining and demystification, the secular ‘decoding,’ of those preexist-
ing inherited traditional or sacred narrative paradigms which are its initial 
givens.” The initial givens of contemporary global capitalism are encapsu-
lated in the already mentioned New Vulgate. Their ideological function is 
to naturalize systemic contradictions by making them appear reasonable, 
and containing them within a standardized set of categories of perception 
that imply value judgments conducive to the maintaining of the existing 
order. However, the paradoxical result of this necessary stabilizing func-
tion is a reproduction and celebration of instability. A set of typical binary 
categories such as flexible/rigid, dynamic/inert, market/state, open/closed, 
growth/stasis, and diversity/uniformity is enough to demonstrate this. The 
implied master category here is, of course, the essentially theological good/
evil dyad. The interesting thing about Newman’s narrative is that it is also 
structurally dependent on its own binarism: the two main characters, Chano 
Salgado and Evan Hatch, are brothers separated at a very young age; one 
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of them spends his life in Mexico and is a leftist political activist, the other 
is adopted by an English family and becomes a top corporate PR expert. 
The opposition between them contains other basic oppositions active in the 
age of global capital: North and South, center and periphery, wealth and 
poverty, corporatism and grassroots organization. In the absence of a “real-
ized” and “realistic” narrative, this binarism is what structurally holds the 
novel together. For there is nothing else: its characters are cartoonish and, to 
quote Limon (2008) again, there is “much unpredictable action but nothing 
exactly like suspense and plot.” This comes very close to Erich Auerbach’s 
(2003, 6) contention that the Homeric epic narration is characterized by a 
focus on the present where events unfold in a “procession of phenomena” 
that are always completely illuminated as they stand in the foreground. So it 
seems that there is something of an epic structure, or at least a desire for the 
epic, hiding under Newman’s novel. Limon sees this transparency in politi-
cal terms: “Newman is almost saying: it is the intention of corporations to 
obscure the truth; an anti-corporate global novel must be as clear as possible 
at every point.”

But how can the Homeric epic, which represents a world of what Lukács 
would call an “authentic totality,” exist in the conditions of capitalist moder-
nity? It can’t, of course. Hence the desire for the epic, which challenges the 
limitations of the (realist) novel and is at the same time brought into existence 
by its narrative procedures. Having no other historical choice than to be a 
novel, The Fountain at the Centre of the World cannot represent totality 
immanently but instead has to symbolize it. That’s the reason for the obvious 
symbolism of the title, the fountain, which is described as “[slumping] and 
[pluming] as if registering sine waves of distant forces” (Newman 2003, 12). 
And hence also the novel’s epigraph, a quote from Black’s Medical Dictionary:

Chagas disease … is a disease widespread in Central and South America,  
and caused by the Trypanosoma cruzi … There is no effective drug 
treatment. It has been suggested that Charles Darwin acquired the 
disease during his historic voyage on The Beagle and that it was the 
chronic form that … was ultimately responsible for his death in 1882.

Chagas is also the disease that Evan, the ideologue of corporate capital-
ism, contracted as a child in Mexico, thus symbolically ending up in the 
same camp as Darwin—the one of encroaching capitalist modernity. But 
far from being the rightful punishment for the invasion of organic simplic-
ity, an instrument of divine justice, chagas is here simply an indicator of 
the arbitrariness of the natural world, as it introduces the ecological hori-
zon into the narrative. It serves as a symbolic reminder of the link between 
abject global poverty and corporate abundance, and remains the ecological 
didactic point that reinforces the cautionary fatalism of this closeted epic: it 
reminds us of the untranscendable horizon of material reality that not even 
capital can leap over.
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Although there is hardly anything in Newman’s text that would suggest 
a non-symbolic solution to his systemically produced representational prob-
lem, Limon raises another interesting point in this regard when he writes:

The Ur-sin of Chano, we eventually learn in the book’s last pages, is 
that he tried to build a private home for himself, neglecting his obliga-
tions to the world at large. Meanwhile, his son Daniel is giving birth 
to himself as a new species of human, at home in homelessness itself. 
The problem for our re-valuing this homelessness is that it is more 
than caused by corporations; it is a mirror of the homelessness of cor-
porations. … What, however, if the power that speaks in a monotone 
is not merely the cause but also the type of homelessness? What if 
global homelessness is equal, at its source, to global hegemony? Then 
epic unity cannot be regretted; but the novel may not have access to 
heteroglossia as compensation.

(Limon 2008)

This, I think, is an absolutely crucial point to make: a celebration of home-
lessness as a condition of possibility of both the global novel and a truly con-
temporary revolutionary subject is a reflection of those sorts of enthusiasms 
about technology and development that presuppose a spontaneous emer-
gence of a global, transnational, digital utopia. These are often theological 
in their arbitrariness and overestimate technology almost as much as they 
misunderstand the mechanism of political power. Whenever it needs to be, 
power is localized. And the set of institutions through which it achieves this 
localization is always national, even though capital has loosened them to 
an extent. If the coveted social reward for the nineteenth-century bourgeois 
was a stable position in the national social order, together with property 
that comes with it, the social reward of the bourgeois around the turn of the 
millennium is quite the opposite—it is deterritorialization, the possibility to 
reach London, New York, Buenos Aires, or Tokyo in a charter jet in a mat-
ter of hours. However, the deterritorialization of the proletariat is always 
compulsory, it is never whimsical and is fueled by contingencies of global 
capital. The proletariat moves wherever its labor is momentarily in demand. 
So the celebratory acceptance of this state of flux is misguided—the flux of 
the poor is dependent, compulsory and, therefore, violent.

* * *

I turn here to the novel that puts precisely this set of problems in an inter-
esting perspective, John Berger’s From A to X. Published in 2008, From A 
to X is an epistolary romance novel, “a curious anomaly in the Internet 
age,” to quote literary critic Sam Jordison (2008), whose remark, however, 
reflects the same type of newspeak that assumes that there exists a major 
rift between “our age” and everything that preceded it, namely a foggy past 
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of quaint illusions and old-fashioned ideas. Consequently, Jordison justifies 
his praise of the book from within a modernist aesthetic paradigm, because 
of its supposed innovativeness. For him, it would be wrong to assume that 
it is in any way “old-fashioned” because of its form and is instead “fiercely 
contemporary and unabashedly experimental.”

However, I would argue that quite the opposite is true: the value of Berger’s  
book is precisely in the fact that whatever innovation it produces, it is a 
side effect of a return to and a firm rootedness in the historical and aes-
thetic tradition it aligns itself with. As is well known, the rise of the epis-
tolary form marks a crucial development in the history of the novel, and  
of literature in general, not only because the form has been conducive to 
the production of a range of great texts, but also because its development 
was crucial for the democratization of literary discourse. The middle-class 
readership rising in seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and consisting to 
a large degree of men and women without classical education—which was 
the sine qua non of literary writing in preceding periods—turned to the new 
form as it arose out of the daily practice of bourgeois life. The popularity of 
the form, however, progressively faded with time until it was updated in the 
last couple of decades, during which the ubiquity of information technology 
again returned written communication, daily letters, to a central position of 
everyday life. This is also confirmed by that ultimate test of cultural reso-
nance, the market, where the epistolary form is utilized by such bestsellers 
as Cecelia Ahern’s P.S. I Love You. Berger’s own choice of form and genre 
registers this change, but by doing so also rejuvenates the historical role of 
the epistolary romance novel as one of the instruments of democratization 
of the early public sphere of capitalist modernity.

However, the letters of A to X testify to the limits of this democratic gain. 
The reason they are even written is primarily because Aida is not allowed 
to marry Xavier and thus cannot visit him in prison, where he spends years 
convicted as an insurrectionist. This is a reversal of the narrative structure 
of the early Richardsonian epistolary romance (or novel) of manners, the 
narrative culmination of which was marriage. In that genre, the narrative is 
triggered by the promise of marriage. But here, the trigger is the politically 
motivated prohibition of marriage. Moreover, we do not get to read any of 
Xavier’s letters, only short notes on the backs of the ones he received. Aida 
repeatedly writes about the authorities refusing her permission to marry 
Xavier, and perseveres in writing the letters, detailing seemingly trivial things 
about the everyday, even though some of them are never meant to be posted. 
So their romance—the narrative form of which is this novel—becomes the 
embodiment of politics itself, both as an effect of state power and as a prac-
tice of revolutionary perseverance. For perseverance is what is necessary to 
sustain the possibility of both love and politics in a world of fragments, such 
as the one described by From A to X. Formally speaking, this fragmentation, 
this absence, is registered in the novel as the absence of a coherent narrative, 
of the interlocutor, of precise historical details, names, or specified locations: 
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we don’t know exactly where the narrative takes place, except that it is 
certainly somewhere in the global South. We also don’t know what exactly 
Xavier did to end up in prison, or what happens to the protagonists in the 
end. What we do know is that there is a concrete reason for this lack of 
information, an ominous and omnipresent force that exerts influence upon 
their lives and which also influences the very form of the novel—what gets 
written and what doesn’t. (This is especially resonant in 2013, in the days 
after the NSA scandal broke out and it became visible how massive and 
elaborate the global spying network of the world’s greatest power is.)

In the introduction, Berger, identified as the person who found and 
arranged the letters, notes that it is obvious that some parts are written in 
a type of code, and some omitted. However, despite the apparent lack of 
information, it is not difficult to identify the above-mentioned force, since 
Xavier’s notes make it abundantly clear. One of them is quite blunt:

1 000 million people do not have access to drinking water. In some 
areas of Brazil 1 litre of drinking water costs more to buy on the street 
than 1 litre of milk, in Venezuela more than 1 litre of petrol. At the 
same time it is planned that two pulp-paper mills, owned by Bothia 
and Ence, are going to use 86 million litres of water per day, taken 
from the Uruguay River.

(Berger 2008, 8)

And another identifies the problem of localization, which I mentioned as 
being central for the novel:

Delocalisation. Refers not only to the practice of moving produc-
tion and services to where labour is cheapest but also to the plan of 
destroying the status of all earlier fixed places so that the entire world 
becomes a Nowhere, and a single liquid market. Such a Nowhere has 
nothing to do with deserts. Deserts have stronger profiles than moun-
tains. No desert forgives. … This prison is not Nowhere. (23)

This is crucial. Precisely because the prison is not nowhere for the ones who 
live in it, and precisely because the global economy is not post-industrial for 
the millions who work in the production lines of the South, Aida’s intensely 
local and detailed letters are an intellectual, critical act par excellence. Poetic 
fragments, conversations, descriptions of the town, the people and their 
labor, trivialities—these are not described in the name of a preservationist 
ethnographic illusion. They are as unsentimental as the sound of an Apache 
helicopter she describes hovering above the town. It allows for no senti-
mentality because sentimentality is always an attachment to the fragment. 
But the helicopter, and the prison, unify the intimacy of her experience with 
the impersonality of the systemic whole embodied through this experience. 
The prison is not nowhere, and the fragment is not autonomous. By making 
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this connection, the letters reflect an awareness of a special, contemporary 
kind of lie—that which, while teaching that everything moves, itself remains 
immobile, and which, while suggesting that everything is connected, does 
not say that this does not mean that everything is equal.

As I have tried to explain, all of these novels exhibit a similar kind of 
unease, a structural anxiety. In Hegelian terms, they grapple with the logic 
of a world that offers only fragments as its content as they strive impossibly 
to bind these into a whole. But it is insufficient and misleading to simply 
leave it at that. And it would be wrong to try to identify hints at a resolution 
of this problem in the novels. It would be wrong because it would imply that 
there is a way they themselves could somehow achieve this resolution. But it 
is precisely the project of giving representational form to this impossibility 
that is the historical aim of these texts. Each of them exhibits an awareness, 
and is bravely honest in this awareness, that it is not in the power of litera-
ture to resolve it. As such, these novels stand as warning signals, indispens-
able, but tragically unheeded.
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