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“Of all topics on the curriculae of our Departments of 

English, Translation and Reading are the most accommodating 

of an inception of multidisciplinarity. Between Translation and 

Reading, Translation is, for obvious reasons, the more 

convenient gateway for multidisciplinarity, not least as a subject 

that is astride two languages and two cultures. By "discipline," I 

mean any of the subjects of the intra-departmental English 

Studies triad "Civilisation / Literature / Linguistics," and--in 

relation to Translation--any of the interdepartmental specialities 

in the humanities (history, geography, philosophy, Arabic 

Studies, etc) (...) Interdisciplinary approaches require 

cooperative work with colleagues from the English Department 

and across the other departments. To better capture the move 

to ‘de-siloise,’ a terminology which borrows extensively from 

the lingo of economics, an overarching domain best equipped 

with measurement frameworks, teachers and researchers must 

respond to a logic of “how weaknesses/constraints” can be 

turned into “strengths / opportunities” in boundary-crossing. 

For this to materialize, we--teachers--need to learn to work 

together across subjects / disciplines.” 

 (Mohamed Mansouri, Prof. of Poetry and Translation, 

Faculty of Letters, Arts and Humanities - Manouba/ University 

of Manouba) 
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Preface 

Dr. Nourchene Sadkaoui, University of Jendouba 

***** 

VAGA or VECCHIA (the ancient name of Beja), the resilient and the pluri-

cultural city, immortalized in the works of such great historians as Sallust, 

Plutarch and Pliny the elder, witnessed the passage of several civilizations: 

the Roman, the Carthaginian, the Numidian, the Arab then the French and 

the Italian. Today’s city, Beja, is coincidentally and so-conveniently home 

to the Higher Institute of Applied Languages and Computer science. No 

Academic has ever thought, we might conjecture, of a more proper venue 

to hold an international conference on interdisciplinarity. Echoing the 

fertility of Beja’s soil, the organizers of the conference have sought to 

explore the potential of critical thinking during such stimulating research 

events by inviting and welcoming participants from a variety of disciplines, 

countries, regions and schools of thought. Promoting and celebrating the 

city’s cultural heritage, the institute’s modernist conception and the era’s 

tendency to transcend sharp, ungracious separation between fields of study 

and research, the conference was an invitation to go “beyond the divide,” to 

explore all the possibilities of “multi-disciplinarity” and “cross-

disciplinarity.” The result was a festival of academic and epistemological 

exchange, for a plethora of ideas, approaches and disciplines were 

generously presented and discussed by participants from different fields 

and backgrounds. Cultural merging and interaction were considered 

through a number of papers working on translation, education and cultural 

studies. Instances of interdisciplinarity in History, Politics and Humanities 

were insightfully discussed, as well. The polyphonic dimension of literature 

(to use Bakhtinian terminology) could not be forgone on such an occasion 

given all the possibilities offered by the dialogistic potentialities  of literary 

discourses, hence, the abundance of papers investigating interdisciplinarity 

in a variety of literary works during the conference. The present volume is 
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thus but a glimpse into the wealthy bounty of academic exchange the 

participants, students and guests relished for two days. The editors are 

proud to present here the written versions of the papers. Subsequently, this 

volume will ensure the humble contribution of our conference to the body 

of research. The oral input of the conference in the form of stimulating 

discussions at the end of the panels and during coffee and lunch breaks as 

well as the gratifying encounters between enlightened, generous members 

of academia will undoubtedly be stored as cherished personal memories “to 

recollect in moments of tranquility,” as Wordsworth puts it, by all those 

who were present. It is with great pleasure that the conference organizers, 

the editors of this volume and all the administrative and teaching staff of 

the Higher Institute of Applied Languages and Computer Science of Beja 

perceive that this conference along with previous and up-coming ones will 

continue to contribute to the establishment of a promising, tolerant tradition 

of academic research and exchange. 
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Introduction 

Imen Mzoughi, University of Jendouba 

***** 

Interdisciplinarity is “the bringing together of distinctive 

components of two or more disciplines”
1
 in research or education leading to 

new knowledge, which would not be possible without this integration. 

Interdisciplinarity takes place when disciplines intermingle, intersect and 

create common grounds across and beyond the divide. This book is a 

compilation of authors’ manifestoes on the possibility of blurring the lines 

between different disciplines, that is, linguistics, literature, civilization and 

culture studies. Accordingly, the selected papers have not only 

disseminated knowledge established by writing research, but they have also 

created a contact-zone among different approaches to academic writing.  

In an era where borders are challenged, writing goes beyond the 

rigid categorizations of disciplines. Researchers have been striving to 

strengthen multi-voicedness and promote writing across or even beyond the 

divide of disciplines. In this context, a myriad of key questions arise to 

destabilize existing theory and highlight new epistemological challenges: 

What are the implications of research writing in the 21
st
 century? Are there 

methodological differences between papers on literature/history and papers 

on linguistics and computer science? What are the implications of multi-

disciplinarity for teaching? What bearing does the “blurring of lines” have 

on the notions of “mainstream” and the “canonical”? What are the 

implications of multidisciplinarity for teaching staff recruitment, evaluation 

and promotion?  

The essays collected in this volume constitute the proceedings of a 

two-day conference held in February 2015 by distinguished scholars and 

leading researchers. The essays record thought-provoking statements on 

interdisciplinarity. To read the presented papers within the scope of this 

                                                           
1

 Nissani, Moti. “Fruits, salads, and smoothies: a working definition of 

interdisciplinarity.” Journal of Educational Thought 26. 2 (1995). 
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volume as a collection is meant to reinforce the authors’ endeavours’ to 

“work together across subjects and disciplines” (Mohamed Mansouri). The 

first essay, entitled, “Pragmatics for Cultural Studies Purposes: 

Interdisciplinary Avenues for Historiography” questions the relationship 

between culture studies and historiography. According to Triki, the field of 

cultural studies is controversial in terms of the research agenda and 

interests it encompasses and the methodologies it uses. Triki avers that the 

connection between culture studies and historiography is debatable. He 

corroborates that pragmatics can provide some avenues basing his 

argument on the so-called linguistic turn in historiography.  

The second paper is entitled “The Field of Cultural Studies: 

Interdisciplinarity and Multidisciplinarity” where Jonathan Mason explores 

the in-between position of Culture Studies. The author’s standpoint is 

critical since he advocates a return to discipline to subvert it from within in 

order to put forward radical changes at the level of teaching English in 

departments of Applied Languages in Tunisia. Mason explains that in order 

to ensure long-term collaborative interdisciplinary studies, further 

collaboration within disciplines must be promoted. 

In the third essay of this first part, and still within the discipline of 

culture studies, yet adopting an integrationist standpoint, Yosra Amraoui 

scrutinizes the Jewish identity from cultural, psychoanalytical, social and 

historiographical perspectives diverging from traditional historical 

readings. Accordingly, she uses Paul Ricoeur and Daniel Wegner to 

examine issues related to the Jewish collective memory, Rodney Hall and 

Anthony Smith to study national collective identities, and applies Sigmund 

Freud and Gustave Le Bon’s theories on group-mind psychology. Then, 

Amraoui resorts to historiography to show how Jewish history was 

manipulated and misused for political ends. In this, several accounts 

elaborated by non-Jews must be foregrounded to highlight the historical 

divergences that exist. For Amraoui, integrating disciplines is innovative 

and can help finding a way out of pending and complex research questions.  

The fourth paper entitled “Toward Forging an Interdisciplinary 

Crossing between Translation and Orality in Taos Amrouche’s Le Grain 

Magique (The Magic Grain),” fuses the disciplines of translation and 

orality. Within the scope of this paper, Rachida Sadouni scrutinizes 

Amrouche’s merit in translating kabyle oral stories into French. Sadouni 
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makes a step forward by re-translating Amrouche’s stories into English. 

Thus, the author debunks the barriers between Kabyle, French and English 

languages opting for diglossia, a socio-linguistic concept (Bakhtin). By 

means of a creolized language, the author expounds on the inextricable 

relation between orality and translation. 

The second part of this book explores the interdisciplinary 

dimensions of history and politics. The authors have addressed the 

inextricable link between interdisciplinarity, history, literature and the 

political hegemony of the most powerful. There is a hidden ideology 

behind the apparent ‘self-making’ meanings of Civil Rights Movements in 

America, Indian and British intersecting histories, British travellers’ 

accounts about Tunisians, and British multiculturalism. An 

interdisciplinary approach helps the marginalized to write back to 

mainstream British and American cultures, literatures and histories.   

In the introductory essay of this second part, Lynn Hannachi re-

questions the trope of race by revisiting an important period in the history 

of the United States of America, namely, the Civil Rights Movement in the 

1960s through the lenses of a fictional account. Richard Powers’ The Time 

of Their Singing offers the basis of Hannachi’s historicist re-reading. The 

story is that of David Strom, a white Jewish man, who is married to Delia, a 

black woman. They live in New York City. They have three children, 

namely, Jonah, Joey and Ruth. The story of this mixed-race family 

intersects with other real incidents. Thus, in her paper, Hannachi strives to 

foreground the effects of race prejudice. Hannachi avers that attention is 

given to David and Delia Strom and their love for each other, but the focus 

of the novel and the paper is on their two sons’ musical careers, and as the 

novel approaches its end, on the different ways in which their careers come 

to an end. Besides, Hannachi makes it clear that political activism in the 

mid-1960s must be highlighted. The merit of this paper lies in showing that 

the personal is the historical: the controversies arising within the context of 

the Civil Rights Movement echo the ordeal of the Stroms’ mainly because 

of their mixed-race heritage. Ruth believes that her brothers’ times could be 

better used in serving the “cause,” while neither brother has the least 

interest in political activism. These various conflicts are the basis of this 

paper. In developing the ideas connected with them, what finally can be 
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seen from The Time of Their Singing is that race does matter in the United 

States of America. 

In the second essay entitled “Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 

Children: The Dialectics of History and Fiction,” Maroua Touil 

aestheticizes history and historicizes literature using Salman Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children as a reference text. Touil undertakes to reconcile 

literature and history by means of an interdisciplinary approach. In this 

context, Touil cites Hayden White, who argues in favour of the poetics of 

history, which celebrates the perception of the historical as literary and the 

literary as historical. Touil explains that historians are held to tell stories 

about the past, which is an activity that is described as literary and has 

nothing to do with the scientific attribute. A narrative is thus described as 

historical when it is based upon past actions that have really occurred.  

In the third essay of this second part, Imen Gannouni uses the 

concept of contact zone and adopts a cross-cultural perspective to 

scrutinize British travel accounts. Gannouni cites Mary Louise Pratt
2
, who 

defines the term contact zone as “a social space where disparate cultures 

meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical 

relations of domination and subordination” (4). Taking as its focus a corpus 

of travel accounts of Tunisia produced by a variety of British travelers in 

the Nineteenth Century, Gannouni’s paper explores the dynamics of the 

contact zone in these travel narratives. Also, her paper provides another 

perspective on the ‘othering’ process by exploring the contact zone as a site 

of negotiation and subversion. The cultural encounter is premised on 

hospitality which in some cases turns to hostility sustained by asymmetrical 

power relations. Within the precincts of the contact zone, Gannouni 

concurs, these travellers, simultaneously and contradictorily, oscillate 

between proximity and distance, voicing and silencing and incorporating 

and excluding. They assert authority over the other, but they still depend 

upon his/her cooperation. 

In the fourth essay of this second part, Abdelhak Mejri explores the 

inextricable relations between multiculturalism, politics and education in 

Britain. Mejri makes it clear that multiculturalism is perceived as influential 

                                                           
2
 Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London: 

Routledge, 1992. 
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in the British political scene. Paradoxically, multiculturalism is also at the 

very heart of conflict resolution and cross-cultural encounters between the 

British citizen and the other. Mejri claims that contemporary conflicts have 

prompted international organizations and scholars to focus on the role of 

multiculturalism in reinforcing cultural diversity and countering the effects 

of political hegemony. By means of official educational Acts and of quotes 

said by British Prime Ministers, Mejri has rigorously analyzed British 

multiculturalism and its inextricable link to education, politics and 

changing economy.  

The third part of this book shows the intersections between 

humanities and social sciences. The three papers converge in their 

endeavors to reinforce the claim that interdisciplinarity must not be 

disciplined, blending thus the following disciplines, namely, poetry and 

painting, language and psychoanalysis, and mythology and fiction. 

In the opening essay of this third part, Asma Dhouioui blurs the 

lines between two arts, namely, poetry and painting. The poet who offers 

the basis of her analysis is E. E. Cummings, who bridges the gap between 

the two disciplines. Thus, the two arts are fused into one. An 

interdisciplinary approach is put into effect whereby to cross boundaries 

and to make use of different interpretation tools. For Dhouioui, Cummings, 

cognizant of the importance of interdisciplinarity, uses typography to turn 

his poems into pictures. Indeed, his poetry is highly visual. According to 

Dhouioui, Cummings plays with form, punctuation, spacing and 

capitalization, so that the poem becomes like a painting. Dhouioui further 

explains that his painterly vision is crystal-clear in his unusual poems. 

Visual thinking is the main marker of Cummings’ work where punctuation 

marks are spread over the page. Dhouioui evinces that Cummings, the 

modernist poet, the visual artist, the cubist and the avant-garde painter, and 

the social rebel, debunks the norms and endorses a call for change and a 

provocation for what is revolutionary in art, culture and society. In this 

paper, Dhouioui compares some poems and some paintings by Cummings 

taking into consideration techniques such as discontinuity, fragmentation 

and ambivalence.  

In “Shavian Pygmalionism: A Psycholinguistic Self-Refashioning,” 

Houda Kefi mixes linguistics and psychoanalysis to re-read Shaw’s 

Pygmalion. Kefi makes it clear that Shaw foregrounds role-playing, enigma 
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and complexity as part of a demystification process. Endowing his 

characters with a sense of autonomy turns out to be the motif behind their 

problematized experience. In Pygmalion, Kefi avers, Shaw relies on Eliza’s 

self-reinvention mediated through language to emphasize the role of “new 

speech,” which entails the birth of a new identity. For Kefi, Shaw genuinely 

believes that change resides not in transforming the physical world, but 

rather in altering language and discourse. His argument delineates Eliza’s 

descent into selfhood dictated by what Kefi chooses to call a psycho-

linguistic approach. She concludes that the interdisciplinary approach finds 

legitimacy in the process of crossing the boundaries of selfhood triggered 

by social and linguistic barriers. 

In “Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Fifth Book of Peace (2004): 

Interdisciplinarity must not be Disciplined,” Zeineb Derbali delineates 

interdisciplinary features in Maxine Hong Kingston’s Fifth Book of Peace 

(2004). Derbali evinces that Kingston, a Chinese-American woman writer, 

crosses the rigid dividing disciplinary borders to create a new book where 

mythology, fiction, history, religion, and journalistic factual type of writing 

intersect. 

The fourth part of this book highlights the use of interdisciplinarity 

in the poetry of Sylvia Plath (Hili), and in the fictions of Sapphire 

(Mansour) and Zora Neale Hurston (Cortas). Thus, Ikram Hili in 

“Domesticity in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath between the Personal and the 

Political” highlights the interplay between the personal and the private, the 

political and the public in Sylvia Plath’s poetry. Hili shows how Plath has 

consistently sought to disrupt mythical representations of “at-homeness,” 

thus, dismantling the political ideology of domesticity prevalent in Cold 

War America. Moreover, Hili attempts to provide a plausible answer as to 

whether Plath’s poetry responds to specific political ideologies and events 

or creates its own political realities. Hili comments on the drafts of “The 

Babysitters” and evinces the extent to which they reflect the pressure of 

reality. 

In “African-American Women Writers and Textual Métissage as a 

New Style of Writing,” Manel Mansour opts for textual métissage as a 

trope toward forging interdisciplianrity within the writings of African 

American female writers, in general, and Sapphire’s novel entitled Push, in 

particular. For Mansour, African American women writers have subverted 
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all the rules, thus, creating new ones to demarcate themselves from male 

writers (canon) and even from white women writers. Interdisciplinarity, 

Mansour asserts, can lead to the creolization of literary works, which still 

pay homage to the canon, yet subvert it from within. 

The third essay in this fourth and last part is entitled “Voicing the 

Self in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God” where 

Cyrine Kortas appraises black identity by means of orality and storytelling. 

Kortas highlights the importance of the voice as a tool for black Americans 

to be once and for all visible. She also demonstrates the important role 

played by women as major storytellers in heightening their community’s 

sense of belonging and rootedness. In this regard, Kortas fathoms the 

importance of narration as it re-fashions the folklore, casting on it a sense 

of reality permitting ergo the survival of the story.  In her paper, Kortas 

uses certain findings developed by Derrida concerning the relationship 

between orality and textuality.  

Dialogic in intention, this collection evokes allegiances to 

interdisciplinarity. In other words, it is paired with the new, albeit 

incomplete, dialogic trends currently under re-appropriation. This book 

travels between first and third worlds, between centers and peripheries and 

between mainstream and margins blurring boundaries that are believed to 

stand between different disciplines 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART ONE 

SURVEYING INTERDISCIPLINARY 
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“Pragmatics for Cultural Studies Purposes:  

Interdisciplinary Avenues for Historiography” 

Pr.Mounir Triki, University of Sfax 

***** 

0. Context of the Study 

This study has a theoretical vocation. It reviews literature on 

cultural studies, related key terms and historiography.  The aim is to reach a 

synthesis on how to capitalise on Pragmatics in order to find 

interdisciplinary avenues for a theory-informed approach to culture and 

historiography. 

0.1. Background to the Study 

For Turner (2003, p. 9), the term “cultural studies” is the umbrella 

title for an important set of theories and practices within the humanities and 

social sciences. It stresses the importance and complexity of cultural 

processes, and especially of popular culture. The domain of “cultural 

studies” is quite controversial. Yet, it is an interdisciplinary field where 

certain concerns and methods have converged; the usefulness of this 

convergence is due to the fact that it has made it possible for researchers to 

understand phenomena and relationships that were not accessible through 

the existing disciplines. Thus, “cultural studies” contains common 

elements: principles, motivations, preoccupations and theoretical 

categories.  

In particular, Turner (2003, p. 20) argues that a significant feature 

of British cultural studies is the explicit focus on British national identities 

and their complex relation to issues of ethnicity, gender and class. While 

the subject matter of cultural studies may be popular culture, the objective 

of cultural studies, in Turner’s view, is not simply to recover aspects of 

social experience that were important to researchers. Rather, popular 

culture, Turner argues, is a site where the construction of everyday life may 

be examined both academically and also politically as it seeks to examine 

the power relations that constitute this form of everyday life and thus to 

reveal the configuration of interests its construction serves. 
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Within British cultural studies the primary focus of ideological 

analysis has been on the media, in particular on their definitions of social 

relations and political problems, and on their implication in the production 

and transformation of popular ideologies (Hall 1980, p. 117 cited in Turner 

2003).  The most recognizable and possibly the most important theoretical 

strategy cultural studies has developed is that of ‘reading’ cultural products, 

social practices, even institutions, as ‘texts’. In particular, Turner (2003, p. 

72) concentrates on textual approaches to the mass media that combined 

literary critical and sociological sources of inspiration. This combination 

gave the cultural studies tradition of textual analysis its distinctive 

character, in theory and in practice. 

Hall (1980 cited in Turner 2003) argues that just because a message 

has been sent, this is no guarantee that it will arrive; every moment in the 

process of communication, from the original composition of the message 

(encoding) to the point at which it is read and understood (decoding), has 

its own determinants and ‘conditions of existence’ (cited in Turner 2003). 

What Hall emphasizes is that the production and the consumption of the 

message are over-determined by a range of influences, including the 

discourses of the medium used, the discursive context in which the 

composition takes place and the technologies used to carry the message. 

Hall insists that there is nothing natural about any kind of communication; 

messages have to be constructed before they can be sent. And just as the 

construction of the message is an active, interpretive and social event, so is 

the moment of its reception. Turner reminds us that society is not 

homogeneous, but is made up of many different groups and interests. The 

more ‘natural’ a code appears to be, the more comprehensively the practice 

of coding has been disguised. Readings have to be negotiated (Hall, p. 135 

cited in Turner 2003). 

0.2. Statement of the Problem 

A two-fold problem emerges from the previous background. First, 

one major problem is the detected resistance of colleagues associated with 

culture and history to discourse analysis. This testimony is corroborated by 

Schöttler (1989 p. 44) who laments the fact that, despite the high number of 

studies on strata and classes, regional or local working and living 

conditions, everyday experience and cultures, their authors never seriously 

considered the dimension of language (let alone discourse). Second, 
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Pressman (1994 p. 463) notes the reluctance of some historians to tolerate 

what they perceive as extraneous approaches suspected of differing too 

profoundly from their own theoretical or methodological agenda. This 

dilemma leaves historiographers with a difficult choice. According to 

Schöttler (1989 pp. 47-48), either historiographers succeed in using these 

concepts to introduce new perspectives into historical practice or they 

merely introduce a kind of substitute terminology for traditional questions.  

0.3. Thesis Statement 

The central argument of this paper is that the domain of cultural 

studies is so broad and heterogeneous that compartmentalisation or 

excessive specialisation could turn it into a counterproductive and risky 

enterprise. It is by seeking some common ground between historiography, 

cultural studies and pragmatics that a safe strategy can be adopted. To 

corroborate this claim, evidence is sought from cultural studies, some 

related key words and historiography. A synthesis of the reviewed literature 

is ceased upon as basis for the suggested avenues for interdisciplinarity. 

1. Evidence from Cultural Studies 

Following Williams (1986), this section seeks to synthesize work 

done in an area where several disciplines converge but in general do not 

necessarily meet. The gist of these synthesized angles is the necessity of 

inter-disciplinarity under the umbrella term “cultural studies”. 

1.1. British Cultural Studies 

Turner (2003) provides a short history of the British tradition of 

cultural studies which has very specific historical roots in postwar Britain. 

This was a culture where class was said to have disappeared, where postwar 

Britain could be congratulated for its putative discontinuity with prewar 

Britain, and where modernity and the Americanization of popular culture 

were signs of a new future. The specific conditions of British culture were 

subjected to especially keen scrutiny, Turner insists, in the attempt to 

understand these changes and their cultural, economic and political effects. 

Within the social sciences there was a substantial revival of interest in the 

nature of working-class culture and communities and their respective 

ideologies. The first figures of cultural criticism in Britain include Arnold, 

Leavis, Thompson and Knights. Key figures in the next generation of 
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cultural criticism in Britain such as Raymond Williams and Richard 

Hoggart were working class, and had a personal involvement with this 

despised sphere of culture. 

1.2. The Point of Cultural Studies 

For Turner (2003, p. 225), the point of cultural studies is 

particularly pragmatic. It is a means of generating knowledge about the 

structures we live in, and the knowledge it generates is meant to be used. 

Using the metaphor of the ‘circuit of culture’, Turner argues that the 

pedagogic value of the circuit of culture model lies in its clarification of the 

kinds of questions that need to be asked in a study of a cultural artifact, 

product or practice. These are: How is it represented? What identities are 

associated with it? How is it produced and consumed? What mechanisms 

regulate its distribution and use? Having to answer all four questions 

ensures that the topic will be approached from more than one perspective. 

1.3. Characteristics of Cultural Studies 

Cultural studies is, in Turner’s view (2003), a product of two of its 

defining characteristics: First, cultural studies has confronted the 

complexity and comprehensiveness of the theoretical issues in order to deal 

with the problem of culture, and its commitment to critical, political 

objectives. Second, work in cultural studies has consistently addressed 

itself to the interrogation of society’s structures of domination. It has 

focused most particularly on the experience of the working class and on 

that of women as locations where the action of oppressive power relations 

can be examined. Turner relates this theoretical tradition to a critical 

European Marxism that seeks to understand how capitalist societies work 

and how to change them.  

Thus, at its most distinctive, Turner (2003, p. 9) argues, cultural 

studies analysis is aimed towards a particular end – that of understanding 

the ways in which power relations are regulated, distributed and deployed 

within industrial societies. Especially in Britain, they often tended to view 

culture (works of art or literature, or the ways of life of particular social 

classes) as being totally determined by economic relationships. Traditional 

Marxism had devalued the importance of the idea of culture since culture 

was part of the ‘superstructure’ of society, and thus simply a product of the 

economic and industrial base. Cultural studies employed critical Marxist 



   Mounir Triki 

14 
 

theory to launch attacks on the ‘economism’ in previous explanations of 

how existing power relations have been instituted and legitimated (Turner 

2003, p. 18). 

1.4. Civilization versus. Culture  

These two terms have been mistakenly taken to be interchangeable. 

On the one hand, Williams (1986, p. 57) claims that Civilization is now 

generally used to describe an achieved state or condition of organized 

social life. In one way, the new sense of civilization has behind it the 

general spirit of the Enlightenment, with its emphasis on secular and 

progressive human self-development. Civilization expressed this sense of 

historical process, but also celebrated the associated sense of modernity: an 

achieved condition of refinement and order. In modern English, civilization 

still refers to a general condition or state, and is still contrasted with 

savagery or barbarism. 

On the other hand, the term “civilization” is controversial among 

historians today. For instance, Nicole (retrieved from the Internet on July 

2012) claims that "civilization" is sometimes a controversial term because 

primarily, it has been used to refer to the material and instrumental side of 

human cultures that are complex in terms of technology, and science, in 

contrast to "barbarian" peoples. This tacit assumption is further 

corroborated in Le Figaro in English by Goudsblom (2006, pp. 288-297) in 

response to a statement by the then French Interior Minister who was 

quoted as saying “not all civilizations are equal.” In so doing, he used a 

word that is a veritable landmine. For Flahault, the word culture is more 

appropriate for “everything that human generations transmit from one to 

another in a non-biological manner.” 

Following Crepon, the word “civilization” is hard to disassociate 

from “some of the most murderous ideologies of the 20th century that had a 

very precise idea about the hierarchy of civilizations and their different 

values and importance.”  In tandem with this argument, Godelier argues 

that the word “civilisation” assumes an implied hierarchy. “Unlike the word 

‘culture,’ the word ‘civilization’ always implicitly includes a value 

judgment—one culture is contrasted with another considered more 

barbarian. In ‘civilization,’ there is ‘civis,’ meaning ‘citizen.’ There is the 

Greek and Roman idea that the civilized live in cities or states while the 



   Mounir Triki 

15 
 

barbarians were nomads or peasants.” In fact, the beginnings of modern 

anthropology in the 19th century were marked by this kind of value 

judgments.  

Moreover, French anthropologist and ethnologist Lévi-Strauss 

(1952) claimed that ethnocentrism fathered a biased vision towards other 

cultures. Destroying evolutionist theories, Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist 

ethnology showed how “the theory of the hierarchy of cultures was just a 

mask borrowed by the theory of race inequality.” While universities 

banished the word “civilization” from their vocabulary more than fifty 

years ago, that has not stopped the term from reappearing in the political 

arena. In the early 2000s, the term reappeared on the lips of American 

Republicans and neo-conservatives that evoked the idea of the “clash of 

civilizations” (Fukuyama, 1992) to justify the so-called war on terror. 

Grosser argues that, in declaring that not all civilizations are equal, Claude 

Guéant introduced an “aggressive value judgment that leads us to think that 

certain people are inferior to others with the implication that the ‘Islamic 

civilization’ is inferior to the ‘French civilization’. 

Conversely, Williams (1986, p. 87) defines culture as one of the 

two or three most complicated words in the English language. This is 

mainly because it has now come to be used for important concepts in 

several distinct intellectual disciplines and in several distinct and 

incompatible systems of thought. The primary meaning was in husbandry, 

the tending of natural growth. Then, the tending of natural growth was 

extended to a process of human development. Culture in all its early uses 

was a noun of process: the tending of something, basically crops or 

animals. 

1.5. Synthesis 

It transpires from the above discussion that the domain of cultural 

studies is inherently interdisciplinary, controversial and heterogeneous. It is 

heavily loaded with ideological overtones. There are no absolute 

gatekeepers to drive away intruders since many disparate researchers from 

different backgrounds have stakes in this domain. 
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2. Related Key terms in Cultural Studies 

The scope of cultural studies has been broadened to include many key 

terms that have marked the research agenda in this domain. The following 

is a selection of the most widely used terms. They are reviewed here with a 

view to highlighting their relevance to the issue of interdisciplinarity. 

2.1. Hegemony 

Williams (1986, p. 145) traces the etymology of this term. Its sense 

of a political predominance, usually of one state over another, is not 

common before the 19
th
 c, but has since persisted and is now fairly 

common, together with hegemonic, to describe a policy expressing or 

aimed at political predominance. That is to say, hegemonic is not limited to 

matters of direct political control but seeks to describe a more general 

predominance which includes, as one of its key features, a particular way of 

seeing the world and human nature and relationships. The idea of 

hegemony, Williams insists, is then especially important in societies in 

which electoral politics and public opinion are significant factors, and in 

which social practice is seen to depend on consent to certain dominant 

ideas which in fact express the needs of a dominant class. Hegemonism has 

been used to describe specifically ‘great power’ or ‘superpower’ politics, 

intended to dominate others. 

2.2. Ideology     

For Turner (2003, p. 19), ideology, in earlier Marxist formulations, 

had been seen as a kind of veil over the eyes of the working class, the filter 

that screened out or disguised their ‘real’ relations to the world around 

them. The function of ideology was to construct a ‘false consciousness’ of 

the self and of one’s relation to history. Althusser’s work marks a 

conclusive break with this way of conceptualizing the term. Althusser’s 

definition sees ideology not as false but as a conceptual framework 

‘through which men interpret, make sense of, experience and “live” the 

material conditions in which they find themselves’ (Hall 1980, p. 33 cited 

in Turner 2003). Ideology forms and shapes our consciousness of reality. 

For good or ill, the world it constructs is the one we will always inhabit. 

Ideology remains the single most important conceptual category in cultural 

studies – even if it remains one of the most contested. A felicitous act of 

reconciliation is provided by Gramsci who sees ideology as a site of 
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particularly vigorous contestation, and the popular culture as a source of 

considerable resistance to hegemonic formation (Williams 1986, p. 153). 

2.3. Subjectivity versus. Objectivity/ Individualism 

Williams (1986, p. 309) acknowledges the difficulty in defining 

these terms. The normal scholastic distinction between subjective and 

objective was that subjective meant as things are in themselves (from the 

sense of subject as substance whereas objective meant as things are 

presented to consciousness (‘thrown before’ the mind). What is emphasized 

is the strengthening sense of objective as factual, fair-minded (neutral) and 

hence reliable, as distinct from the sense of subjective as based on 

impressions rather than facts, and hence as influenced by personal feelings 

and relatively unreliable.  

Discussing the ideological underpinning of this distinction, Turner 

(2003, p. 20) argues that, as a central supporting mythology for capitalism, 

the individual is placed at the centre of history. This is based on the notion 

of an essential self which is the old unified individual self. In response to 

this, Althusser argues that ideology operates not explicitly but implicitly. 

We internalize ideology; it is unconscious. For Althusser, the notion of an 

essential self disappears as a fiction, and in its place is the social being that 

possesses a socially produced sense of identity. The self can change within 

different situations and in response to different kinds of address. More 

widely, the notion of subjectivity has provoked studies into the construction 

of subjectivities by and within specific historical movements. Media studies 

and screen theory have looked at the way the medium, and in many cases a 

particular text, constructs a specific range of subjectivities for the reader or 

viewer. Texts construct the subjectivities of their audiences.  

2.4.  Texts, Contexts and Discourses 

For Turner (2003, pp. 21-23), cultural studies is split by a broad 

methodological and theoretical division between structuralists and 

‘culturalists’. Structuralists saw culture as the primary object of study, and 

approached it most often by way of the analysis of representative textual 

forms. The forms and structures that produced cultural meanings were the 

centre of their attention, and so they tended to be less interested in the 

culturally specific, the historical or the differences between forms than they 

were in tracking overarching characteristics and similarities. On the other 
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hand, Culturalists and British historians in particular, resisted structuralism; 

it was too deterministic, too comprehensive a definition of the force of 

ideology. Identified particularly with Williams and Thompson, culturalism 

retained a stronger sense of the power of human agency against history and 

ideology; that is, culturalists argued that determining forces could be 

resisted, and that history could be affected by radical individual effort.  

However, under the influence of Antonio Gramsci, Turner (2003, p. 

24) argues, the split no longer occupies as important a place as it once did. 

Gramsci resolves a number of problems seen to hamper the application of 

Althusser’s theory of ideology. Most important, Gramsci offers a less 

mechanistic notion of determination and of the domination of a ruling class. 

Where Althusser’s explanation implies that cultural change is almost 

impossible and ideological struggle futile, Gramsci explains how change is 

built into the system. He acknowledges the power of the individual human 

agent within culture by analyzing not only the over-determining structure 

that produces the individual, but also the range of possibilities produced for 

the individual.  

2.5.      Discourse 

This account is based on Turner (2003) and Williams (1986). The 

key theoretical influence on the application of the notion of discourse 

within cultural studies has been the French theorist Michel Foucault. The 

great benefit of Foucault’s work in this regard was its explicit reconnection 

of texts to history. His view of power differed significantly from that which 

had emerged from the Marxist tradition. First, it had no specific class 

dimension within it; that is, the aim of the exercise was not to demonstrate 

how class fractions managed to maintain their dominance. Second, 

Foucault was interested in how power was dispersed into everyday 

structures of regulation and control that influenced cultural practices rather 

than cultural meanings. Third, this version of power was not therefore a 

centralized, repressive structure operating on behalf of a clear set of 

interests, but also contained the possibilities of being productive, enabling, 

even liberating. 

Thus, discourse, as synthesized by Turner (2003) and Williams 

(1986), refers to socially produced groups of ideas or ways of thinking that 

can be tracked in individual texts or groups of texts, but that also demand to 
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be located within wider historical and social structures or relations. The 

term has been used increasingly in the Foucauldian sense, as a way of 

organizing (or in some cases regulating) our knowledge about the world. 

Foucault was interested in how power was dispersed into everyday 

structures of regulation and control that influenced cultural practices rather 

than cultural meanings.  

2.6. Politics/ Power 

Based on Turner (2003, p. 197), the term ‘politics’ in cultural 

studies carries with it the broadest possible application: it refers to the 

distribution and operation of power. It is not confined to electoral or party 

politics, or to the consideration only of the operation of power by the state. 

The ways in which power operates, the range of sites upon which power is 

constituted, and the mechanisms through which power is distributed 

throughout the society are many and various. This explains the prevalence 

of this term in cultural studies literature. 

2.7.  Feminism 

For Turner (2003, p. 197), the feminist contribution to cultural 

studies has been immensely productive and often profoundly 

discomforting. The theoretical foundations and political objectives of a 

‘pre-feminist’ cultural study were by no means identical with those of 

feminism. By the mid-1970s cultural studies’ established interest in the 

public domain, in class history, in ideology and hegemony – together with 

its caution about issues of identity, subjectivity and its silence on the 

personal operation and gendered nature of power – meant that feminist 

cultural studies had to develop in opposition to much that had hitherto been 

regarded as fundamental. Cultural studies, also, has its own politics, its own 

allocations and distributions of power. 

2.8.  Identity 

For Turner (2003, p. 213), questions of identity attained remarkable 

centrality within research and debate in the humanities and social sciences 

generally in the late 1990s. Identities of all kinds were universally 

described as ‘contingent, fragile and incomplete’. The fact that identities 

could be seen as less fixed, more contested and more malleable than before 

provided a welcome opportunity. It suggested that identities were now 



   Mounir Triki 

20 
 

‘more amenable to reconstitution than was previously thought possible’ 

(Du Gay et al. 2000: 2). As a result, identity was retrieved as a thoroughly 

political category, in which direct engagement was worthwhile and in 

which much was at stake. In this respect, Kulbaga and Hesford (2003) take 

onboard the arguments put forward by their contemporary philosophers and 

cultural critics to the effect that identity and experience are themselves 

socially constructed, shifting according to historical and cultural ideas 

about personhood and everyday life. Despite this postmodern turn to 

thinking about how identity is made, not born, scholars of autobiography 

insist on the materiality of identity in theorizing life writing, particularly 

the material consequences of race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, and 

ability, and how autobiographical narratives are affected by culturally 

available identity categories and narratives.  

2.9. Synthesis 

The keywords reviewed above have one major common 

denominator: They show the width and richness of the research agenda of 

cultural studies. The connecting thread is the excessive specialization and 

broadening of the topics that are subsumed under the umbrella term of 

“cultural studies”. Far from being a sign of fragmentation, diversity is a 

sign of interconnectedness. 

3. Evidence from Historiography 

A survey of the various trends in historiography corroborates the 

tendency to move towards a higher degree of interdisciplinarity.  

3.1. History vs Historicism vs Historiography 

These three terms have been subject of a great deal of confusion. 

Williams (1986, p. 147) argues that historicism is a relatively neutral term. 

As it has been used in middle period of the 20
th
 C, has three senses: (i) a 

definition of a method of study which relies on the facts of the past and 

traces precedents of current events; (ii) a deliberate emphasis on variable 

historical conditions and contexts, through which all specific events must 

be interpreted; (iii) a hostile sense, to attack all forms of interpretation or 

prediction by ‘historical necessity’ or the discovery of general ‘laws of 

historical development’. 
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As for historiography, it is defined in the Encyclopaedia Britannica 

as the writing of history, especially the writing of history based on the 

critical examination of sources, the selection of particulars from the 

authentic materials in those sources, and the synthesis of those particulars 

into a narrative that will stand the test of critical methods. According to this 

encyclopaedic entry, the term historiography also refers to the theory and 

history of historical writing. Modern historians aim to reconstruct a record 

of human activities and to achieve a more profound understanding of them.  

This encyclopaedic entry further stresses the scientific vocation of 

the methodology of history writing. Thus, historical research is the term 

applied to the work necessary for the establishing of occurrences, 

happenings, or events in the field with which the historian is concerned. 

From this perspective, knowledge of these is entirely dependent on the 

transmission of information from those living at the time, and this 

information forms the source material for the particular period or topic. The 

occurrences themselves can never be experienced by the historian, and 

what he has at his disposal are either accounts of occurrences as seen by 

contemporaries or something, be it verbal, written, or material, that is the 

end product of an occurrence. These accounts or end products have been 

variously termed relics, tracks, or traces of the occurrences that gave rise to 

them; and from them the historian can, with varying degrees of certainty, 

deduce the occurrences. The traces are thus the “facts” of history, the actual 

occurrences deductions from the facts; and historical research is concerned 

with the discovery of relevant traces and with deduction from those traces 

insofar as this will aid the search for further relevant traces. 

Historiographers are answerable to two conflicting exigencies. On 

the one hand, they have to meet the rigid requisites of academic research. 

On the other hand, the writing inevitably takes the form of a narrative that 

has a value-laden plot. This dilemma is nicely captured by Corner (2003 p. 

274) for whom historical work is often an intensive, indeed laborious, kind 

of empirical study, a search for and then a processing of data. From this 

scientific perspective, collections of data largely hold value to the extent 

that they can be turned into evidence within an account of significant 

events and circumstances and their interconnections, including causal links 

(see Triki 2014 for a thorough discussion of narrativisation in forensic 

Linguistics).  
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On the other hand, basing his argument on White’s notion of 

emplotment, Corner (2003 p. 274) acknowledges the fact that for a very 

long time, historians have recognized, and argued that historical study 

powerfully involves the imagination, and encourages a literary, 

narrativizing engagement. Though this narrativizing process may be seen 

by purists as a methodological pitfall, it has frequently been embraced by 

many historiographers as a virtue, perhaps one that links history, or at least 

some kinds of history, more firmly with the Arts than with the Social 

Sciences in philosophy as well as method. Corner (2003), following 

White’s line of thinking, takes the process of writing history as a kind of 

‘romance of history’, a way in which inquiry finds it hard to escape the 

framing of the normative and affective, of value and emotion, when 

contemplating the past. Writing histories is a battle ground wherein 

historians negotiate their own academic affiliations and persuasions 

(Cheetham, Holly and Moxey 2005).  

3.2. Intellectualist vs Contextualist Historiographies 

A good synthesis of the bone of contention in historiographic 

debates is provided by Kelly (2002 pp.1-3, cited in Woolf 2005) to the 

effect that, for historians, there has always been a controversy between two 

poles of inquiry that he labels “internalist” versus “externalist” or the 

“intellectualist” and “contextualist” methods. The first of these polar 

positions is located in individual psychology and mental phenomena, the 

second in collective behaviour, inherited or learned practice, and cultural 

surroundings. He construes this phenomenon as a contrast between a 

phenomenological view which takes ideas on their own terms (as mental 

phenomena) and a reductionist or constructivist view which treats them as 

Something Else – or at least as derivative of a particular cultural context. 

He maintains that this distinction refers not to questions of subjectivity and 

objectivity but to the way of employing sources. The ‘inside’ of history 

treats the words, and so presumably thoughts, of historical agents, while the 

‘outside’ deals with political, economic, social and cultural environment. 

He concludes that the same source can serve both purposes.  

Historiography consists in detecting tendencies in the writings of 

historians. For instance, in the domain of art history, McLean (2005 p. 54) 

considers it the business of the historian to reveal tendencies, to mark out 

contours in time, i.e. the ideological inclinations of the historian. This 
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insight is further corroborated by Napier (2001 p.10) who has detected a 

greater consciousness that modes of historical writing are neither neutral 

nor “mere” rhetoric, but that different forms of narrative are themselves 

constitutive of the histories that they tell (Funnell, 1998). From this point of 

view, narrative forms are not inherently good or bad; rather they are 

effective or ineffective in persuading the intended audience of the cogency 

of the story being narrated. Telling a story in terms of progress is often a 

persuasive and thus an effective way of structuring a small-scale historical 

narrative.  

3.3. The Search for Stance 

Napier’s main claim (2001 p. 16) is that progress has been a central 

theme in the writing of history in the Western world for over two centuries. 

A wide range of historians saw history itself as essentially progressive 

demonstrating how problems are solved, challenges overcome and things 

get better. In the twentieth century, however, Napier detects a more 

pessimistic attitude to the world and to humanity, on the one hand, and 

some reluctance to make value judgements, on the other. 

It transpires from the above discussion that the bone of contention 

in historiography is the search for the history writer’s perception of the 

causality underlying the narrative. Indeed, as Mischel (1996, p. 40) has 

made it clear: 

“How can reasons explain actions? What is the force of "because" 

in "He did this because..." followed by a statement of the agent's 

intentions? The answer involves some concept of what can count as 

explanation, and the history of science indicates that the 

acceptability of explanations depends, in part, on a scientific 

community which has decided to pursue its inquiries in one 

direction rather than another.  

Three comments are in order. First, in line with Mischel’s argument (1996 

pp.  58-59), an explanatory account must be couched in concepts similar to 

those which structure our ordinary accounts of behaviour. It has to explain 

the studied phenomena in terms of the "point of view" of an agent to whom 

the action is attributable. Second, these historiographic accounts are not 

immune to errors although what amounts to an error is controversial (Tal 

2011 p.1). Third, Puchala (1995 p. 1) explores on what basis and by what 
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logic we can accept or reject the validity of the proffered interpretations. He 

also reports on the contemporary assault on the correspondence theory of 

truth and concludes with an exploration of pragmatic or useful truth and the 

need for intellectual conversation among discourses. 

3.4. Lack of Consensus in Historiographic Trends 

Woolf (2005) synthesizes the most characteristic feature of 

twentieth-century and especially post-1945 historiography, into the term 

fragmentation or diversity. He notes that historians are now tagged as 

political, military, family, gender, women’s, economic, social, 

environmental, intellectual or cultural, and the expansion of university 

history departments especially in the 1960s has encouraged a high degree 

of sub-specialization, together with a proliferation of journals and book 

series, a tendency that has been seriously aggravated by the Internet. 

Moreover, the decline of Marxism in most North American history 

departments, Woolf tells us, has been offset by the maintenance of social 

history in the form of various components. Among these, women’s history 

and its offshoot, the history of gender (now including masculinity studies) 

have been the most successful in reshaping the recent agenda of the entire 

discipline. The history of particular ethnicities and religions or sexual 

orientations has also become more firmly established in departments and 

often in specialty journals. Interdisciplinary approaches to history began 

seriously in the 1960s with historians looking to the social sciences, 

especially sociology and economics, for the theoretical underpinnings that 

appeared to be lacking from history itself. 

3.5. Other Experiments with Historiography 

Woolf (2003) reviews some experiments that he qualifies as 

“controversial” that include psychohistory (represented by Erikson), the use 

of “counterfactuals” (the supposition that events in history occurred in 

ways other than they actually did, and the attempt to model mathematically 

a hypothetical projected course of events from that alternate starting point), 

especially in the “Cliometric” or New Economic History of American 

academics such as Fogel. In the 1980s and 1990s, Woolf argues, with the 

waning of sociology and economics in the eyes of historians, many turned 

instead to the work of cultural anthropologists such as Geertz, Sahlins, and 

Turner. Meanwhile, the “history of ideas” has been transformed at one end 
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into cultural history and at the other into the pursuit of the meaning of 

terms and of texts in their linguistic and/or social contexts.  

3.6. Postmodernist Historiography: The Linguistic Turn in 

Historiography 

Woolf (2003) reviews this trend which began in the mid-1970s but 

has roots in literary theory and in continental philosophy (especially the 

French figures Foucault and Derrida, and the Germans Gadamer and 

Heidegger). In Woolf’s account, influenced by cultural theorists such as 

Barthes, Foucault, Lacan, and Ricoeur, postmodernism also draws 

extensively from cultural anthropology. Woolf’s synthesis qualifies this as 

a serious challenge to conventional boundaries between history and 

literature, leading American exponents of this view being the Americans 

White and LaCapra. It has also, in the words of Ankersmit, had the effect of 

“de-disciplining” and “privatizing” history—restoring the individual 

author, as opposed to the institutional structures erected in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, to the center of historical writing. Postmodernism 

is credited by Woolf with providing a salutary reminder to all historians 

that documents and texts never “speak for themselves” but are interpreted 

by historians and that even the most “neutral” document was ultimately the 

creation of a human being driven by the assumptions, social pressures, and 

linguistic conventions of his or her own time. 

3.7.  Postcolonial Historiography 

Woolf (2003) reviews the work grouped under the label 

“postcolonial studies”, often associated with the literary theorists Said 

(1935–2003), Spivak, and Bhabha. Woolf cites the Subaltern School of 

Indian historiography founded by Guha as a prominent example. Woolf 

attributes to Guha the argument that the Renaissance assignment of non-

Europeans to the realm of “peoples without history” was compounded by 

the subsequent imposition of Enlightenment ideas upon the various 

colonized areas of the world. This idea rested on the notion that statehood, 

as well as writing, was essential for a people to achieve historical standing. 

In Guha’s argument, as synthesized by Woolf, the colonizers, using their 

control of language, education, and writing, subjected the Indian past to 

Western (and especially Hegelian) notions of “world-history,” limited by 

European standards of chronology and narrative. In other words, they 
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imposed a kind of imperial “dominance without hegemony” over a nation’s 

true sense of its own history.  

3.8.  Synthesis 

The above review has revealed the diversity of the approaches to 

historiography. None of these approaches holds an absolute claim to truth 

or scientificity. Despite their disparities, they are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive. Their complementarity should be emphasized. The pragmatic 

focus on language has been shown to be a connecting thread for future 

avenues. 

4. Conclusion: Bringing it all together 

The paper adopts Schöttler’s (1989 pp. 54-55) advocacy of the need 

for  a significant paradigm shift in the social and human sciences away 

from the marginalisation of language and discourse analysis into a new 

phase that should devote greater weight to linguistic investigation of data. It 

also calls for the need to take into account Mandelbaum’s (1995 pp. 506-

507) three major types of foci as research agenda for historiography as the 

formal or critical philosophy of history:  (i) the "objectivity" of historical 

knowledge to determine what constitutes valid knowledge of the historical 

process, and estimate the extent to which we may be said to possess such 

knowledge, (ii) the relations between historical knowledge and other forms 

of knowledge or of pseudo-knowledge such as history versus memory, 

history versus myth, and history versus scientific generalization , and (iii) 

the pragmatics of history; that is, the practical uses of a study of the past, 

showing the relevance of the discipline of history to the political, moral, 

and intellectual ends which it can or should serve. 
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 “The Field of Cultural Studies:  Interdisciplinarity and 

Multidisciplinarity” 

Dr. Jonathan Mason, University of Sousse 

***** 

Introduction 

In her authoritative book Interdisciplinarity: History, Theory, and 

Practice, Klein suggested that: 

There is a subtle restructuring of knowledge in the late twentieth 

century. New divisions of intellectual labor, collaborative research, 

team teaching, hybrid fields, comparative studies, increased 

borrowing across disciplines, and a variety of “unified,” “holistic” 

perspectives have created pressures upon traditional divisions of 

knowledge. ... These pressures have many origins and serve many 

purposes. However, they share one important commonality. At one 

time or another, they have all been labelled “interdisciplinary.” (11) 

Klein goes on to explain that interdisciplinary research is helpful for 

researchers who want to “answer complex questions,” “address broad 

issues” and “solve problems that are beyond the scope of any one 

discipline” (11). She concludes by saying that “given this range of activities 

it is hardly surprising that interdisciplinarity is a concept of wide appeal. 

However, it is also one of wide confusion” (11). 

The field of ‘Cultural Studies’ also emerged, and developed, in the 

second half of the twentieth century as, perhaps, the most significant 

interdisciplinary movement within the Humanities (Barker; Bennett; 

During; Hall “Stuart Hall Interview”; Turner British Cultural Studies). 

Barker summarises Bennett’s definition of cultural studies, saying that it is 

“an interdisciplinary field in which perspectives from different disciplines 

can be selectively drawn on to examine the relations of culture and power.” 

(7) Bennett himself argued that, despite Cultural Studies’ reluctance to 

describe itself as a discipline, it was “most usefully viewed as an 

‘interdisciplinary discipline’” (535). 
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In order to reduce any confusion over the term interdisciplinarity, 

this paper will first outline the role of disciplines in academia, and define 

the concepts of multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity and 

transdisciplinarity. It will then move on to overview multi-, inter- and 

trans- disciplinarity in the domain of culture studies. Thirdly, it will look at 

the Tunisian context, considering the various disciplines and methods that 

both have been, and could be, used in cultural teaching and research at 

university level. Finally, it will explore ways in which attitudes, skills and 

knowledge that encourage interdisciplinarity can be developed in a variety 

of university contexts. This paper will argue that, due to the complexity of 

culture and the cultural issues that societies face, culture teachers and 

researchers should embrace a broader paradigm for cultural studies and 

develop a wider range of skills and competencies, which can be used to 

increase collaboration both within and outside their disciplines. 

1. Disciplinarity and Multi-, Inter- and Trans- disciplinarity 

The concept of disciplines which stretches back to Aristotle, and 

started to emerge more clearly after the Renaissance and with the 

Enlightenment, began to  solidify as modern universities developed at the 

turn of the century (Frodeman and Mitcham; Greckhamer et al.; Klein; 

Lee). Each discipline developed both specialist knowledge and its own 

particular methods for discovering, and assessing, new knowledge. Each 

discipline also set its own boundaries, although some disciplines had more 

porous and fluid borders than others. The disciplinary model was 

strengthened both by the disciplines themselves as they attracted new 

members, and the demands of industry for specialists. Barrett explains that 

disciplines have survived over the last century, despite numerous 

challenges and huge changes to the broader social and academic context, 

because they are “enduring, self-reproducing communities” (Abbott, qtd. in 

Barrett 102).  

However, as Klein has highlighted, knowledge and research within 

disciplines is not always sufficient to deal with the breadth and complexity 

of some of the questions and problems that face researchers. This was also 

the view expressed in the report, Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching 

and Research in Universities, which argued that: 
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creative change in university education and research increasingly 

called for an interdisciplinary approach, not to demolish the 

disciplines themselves but to encourage dynamic relationships with 

other disciplines and with the problems of society. (McCulloch 296) 

This report came out of a conference organised by the Centre for 

Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the French 

Ministry of Education, which was held at the University of Nice in 1970, 

and has had a significant influence on the development of 

interdisciplinarity over the last generation (Klein, McCullough). The 

distinct paradigms of multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity and 

transdisciplinarity were all discussed at that conference, and have been 

further developed since (Aram; Klein; Nicolescu). These terms tend to be 

used with more precise meanings than the broader, generic terms pluri- and 

cross-disciplinarity. This paper will briefly consider their distinctions. 

Nicolescu, one of the most influential academics in the 

transdisciplinary field, describes multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity 

as follows: 

Multidisciplinarity concerns itself with studying a research topic in 

not just one discipline only, but in several at the same time. Any 

topic in question will ultimately be enriched by incorporating the 

perspectives of several disciplines. ... 

Interdisciplinarity has a different goal than multidisciplinarity. It 

concerns the transfer of methods from one discipline to another. 

(187) 

In comparing the two approaches, Petrie says: 

... multidisciplinary projects simply require everyone to do his or her 

own thing with little or no necessity for any one participant to be 

aware of any other participant’s work. ... the pieces are fairly clearly 

of disciplinary size and shape. Interdisciplinary efforts, on the other 

hand, require more or less integration and even modification of the 

disciplinary subcontributions while the inquiry is proceeding. 

Different participants need to take into account the contributions of 
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their colleagues in order to make their own contribution (Petrie, 

1976, p. 9). (qtd. in McCulloch 297) 

So, multidisciplinarity involves viewing a research problem from multiple, 

distinct disciplinary perspectives, whereas interdisciplinarity involves a 

greater degree of integration and collaboration in both perspectives and 

methods. 

Although the term transdisciplinarity was used by Piaget at the 1970 

CERI Nice conference, it was only when the Charter of Transdisciplinarity 

was adopted in 1994 at the First World Congress of Transdisciplinarity, 

that the term became more concrete (Augsburg; Nicolescu). Nicolescu 

defines the term transdisciplinarity as follows: 

Transdisciplinarity concerns that which is at once between the 

disciplines, across the different disciplines, and beyond all discipline. 

Its goal is the understanding of the present world, of which one of the 

imperatives is the unity of knowledge (1996 qtd. in Nicolescu) 

This emphasis on the ‘unity of knowledge’ is one of Nicolescu’s 

distinctives, but in her discussion of transdisciplinarity, Augsburg also 

highlights a second, more pragmatic, ‘Swiss’ school of transdisciplinarity, 

whose focus is on complex problems such as sustainability. She sums up 

this school’s perspective by saying: 

As such, transdisciplinarity is conceptualized as problem-focused 

with an emphasis on joint problem solving at the science, 

technology, and society interface that goes beyond the confines of 

academia. (235) 

So, in many ways the shift in emphasis from multi- to inter- to trans- 

disciplinarity is one of degree. Multidisciplinary work is still based within 

the disciplinary paradigm, interdisciplinary work involves a greater degree 

of collaboration, and adaptation, between disciplines, and transdisciplinary 

work involves the development of new methodologies and approaches 

across a wide range of disciplines to tackle complex problems. A succinct 

summary of the terms is provided by Strathern: 

I define multidisciplinarity as the alignment of skills from different 

disciplines; interdisciplinarity may involve a common framework 

shared across disciplines to which each contributes its bit; 
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transdisciplinarity brings disciplines together in contexts where new 

approaches arise out of the interaction between them, but to a 

heightened degree. (127)   

2. Multi-, Inter- and Trans- disciplinarity in Culture Studies 

The paper will now turn to explore how these concepts have emerged 

in the field of culture studies. In her comprehensive overview of culture 

pedagogy at language faculties over the last century, Risager examines 

many of the different approaches that have been adopted. Traditionally 

literature was taught as the cultural component of language courses, and 

whilst this still plays some role in culture teaching, Risager points out that 

culture pedagogy has also developed independently of literary studies over 

the last 40 years. Of the many different models she covers, she examines 17 

in more depth, showing how the field has changed over the last generation, 

and how the various models have a wide range of roots in linguistics, the 

humanities and the social sciences. She says that: 

Culture pedagogy with a point of departure in culture and social 

sciences is the most comprehensive branch, containing approaches 

inspired by sociology, history, social psychology, anthropology and 

Cultural Studies (9) 

A number of these approaches could be grouped under the umbrella of 

‘Area Studies’ including those within fields such as Landeskunde (the term 

used in Germany) and civilisation (the term used in France) (see Byram). 

Area studies, which involves multidisciplinary study of specific countries 

and regions, spread more widely after World War II (Jenkins and Leaman; 

Klein; Moseley). Over the last generation, both American and British 

Studies, the two areas most associated with English language departments, 

have also been heavily influenced by developments within the field of 

Cultural Studies (Montgomery), a more specific field than the broader 

realm of culture studies (which is a term I use to include any mode of 

studying culture). So, before returning to the language department context, 

I will give an overview of the field of Cultural Studies. 

2.1. Cultural Studies 

The domain of Cultural Studies is described as having begun in 

Britain with the foundation of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 
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Cultural Studies (CCCS) in 1964 by Richard Hoggart and Stuart Hall (Hall 

“Stuart Hall Interview”; Turner British Cultural Studies). It was founded on 

three main texts: Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy, Raymond 

Williams’ Culture and Society 1780-1950, and E.P Thompson’s The 

Making of the English Working class, each of which challenged Arnold’s 

aesthetic and elitist conception of high culture as “the best which has been 

thought and said in the world” (viii). The first half of Hoggart’s Uses of 

Literacy is an ethnography of working class life, whereas the second half is 

a critique of mass popular culture. Williams’ “overall purpose” in Culture 

and Society was “to give an account of [the] historical formation” (17) of 

the concept of culture, showing how it was much broader than Arnold’s 

definition, and so his work involved both cultural history and discourse.  

Thompson’s The Making of the English Working class, as the title suggests, 

is a historical account of the formation of the working class, which is 

written from the perspective of the working, rather than ruling, class. 

It is clear from these foundational texts that Cultural Studies drew on 

numerous disciplines from its foundation. This sprung from Hall’s 

conviction that studying culture was a complex endeavour, because you 

could not study it independently of the broader socio-political context. 

More recently Smelser has described this issue in this way: 

The structures of societies do not come in neat disciplinary packages. 

Almost all concrete social events, situations and institutions are 

constituted in a seamless web of economic, political, social and 

cultural aspects. If we are to understand context, we are forced to be 

interdisciplinary. (653) 

Hall encouraged the study of culture from many angles. Cultural Studies is 

perceived as a critical field engaging with issues of power in society, 

aiming at changing the social and political landscape for marginalised 

groups. Consequently, as the CCCS began, they had applicants from 

students of literature, historians, linguists and sociologists. Hall described 

this phase, saying: 

So we were clearly in a transdisciplinary phase, a transdisciplinary 

form of work. We didn’t have one object except culture, but as you 

know, culture explodes in your hands in 50 different directions. (Hall 

“Stuart Hall Interview” 760) 
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Although he used the term transdisciplinary years before Nicolescu’s 

definition, the work at the CCCS was clearly between, across, and beyond 

the established disciplines, and this mode was adopted because of the 

complex questions that were being explored. Because this 

transdisciplinarity challenged the prevailing disciplinary boundaries of the 

time, many people, including Hall, also described the field as anti-

disciplinary. But it was also both multidisciplinary, as he soon established 

sub-groups in media studies, literary theory, subcultures and history, and 

interdisciplinary, because these groups interacted with each other in a 

dynamic way. In his highly respected account of British Cultural Studies, 

Turner examines some of the categories that became associated with the 

field. Semiology and structuralism in linguistics, communication theory in 

media studies, ethnography, history, sociology, ideology and politics all 

influenced Cultural Studies, and were, in turn, influenced by the work 

produced from researchers involved with the CCCS. 

As the field has matured, questions have arisen as to Cultural 

Studies’ disciplinary status. In their introduction to the seminal Cultural 

Studies anthology, which came out of the 1990 ‘Cultural Studies Now and 

in the Future’ Urbana Conference, Nelson, Treichler and Grossberg 

suggested that “cultural studies is an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, 

and sometimes counterdisciplinary field” (4) recognising both Cultural 

Studies’ anti-disciplinary root and transdisciplinary practice. 

In his 1999 introduction to The Cultural Studies Reader, During 

described “cultural studies [as] a discipline continuously shifting its 

interests and methods because it is in constant and engaged interaction with 

its larger historical context” (17). He suggested that: 

We need to think of cultural studies not as a traditional field or 

discipline, nor as a mode of interdisciplinarity, but as what I will call 

a field within multidisciplinarity. … The point is not so much to 

dismantle disciplinary boundaries as to be able to move across them. 

(27)  

In many ways this perspective reflects the fact that by 1999, following the 

‘cultural turn’ in both the humanities and social sciences in the 1970s, 

Cultural Studies had significantly impacted many other disciplines. 

Consequently, it was now possible to undertake work with a Cultural 
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Studies ethos within those other disciplines, which had not been possible 

when Cultural Studies was first established. 

However, at approximately the same time, Bennett described 

Cultural Studies differently, proposing that: 

It neither displaces disciplines nor integrates their partial findings 

into some higher-order, more complete knowledge. Rather, the role it 

has played – and it has, and continues to be, an important and 

valuable one – has been that of acting as an interdisciplinary 

clearing-house within the humanities, providing a useful interface at 

which the concerns of different disciplines, and of other 

interdisciplinary knowledges, can enter into fruitful forms of 

dialogue. … The import of the above is to suggest that cultural 

studies is most usefully viewed as an 'interdisciplinary discipline' 

(535) 

More recently, in What’s Become of Cultural Studies, Turner overviewed 

the importance of Cultural Studies’ interdisciplinary ‘undiscipline’ in its 

formative years, but then went on to say that: 

While cultural studies has certainly maintained its commitment to 

interdisciplinarity over its history, the time has long since passed 

when cultural studies might realistically contest the wisdom of 

allowing itself to become institutionalised as a discipline in its own 

right (48) 

So, whether we follow During’s suggestion of Cultural Studies being a 

field within many disciplines, or Bennett and Turner’s assertion that 

Cultural Studies is now an ‘interdisciplinary discipline’ (and I think both 

are possible in different contexts), Cultural Studies, though still 

interdisciplinary, now gains its legitimacy from the academic disciplinary 

system. 

In a theoretical examination of interdisciplinarity in qualitative 

research. Greckhamer et al. suggest that this ‘disciplining’ is an important 

step. They distinguish between two modes of seeing interdisciplinarity. 

First, they “use the word sign when referring to the label of 

interdisciplinarity” (315). They point out that because interdisciplinarity is 

“presumed to be more productive” (316) for solving broad problems, it is a 
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much used label to attract funding. However, when it comes to the act of 

interdisciplinary knowledge production, they suggest that “the theory that 

frames the research act, the research questions, and the methods used” 

(317) cannot be interdisciplinary because the theories, questions and 

methods “are legitimized only within their respective disciplines” (318). 

Therefore, what is often labelled as interdisciplinary research is often, in 

fact, multidisciplinary, in that it is usually designed in ways that will still be 

legitimised within specific disciplines. This is not necessarily a bad thing, 

otherwise interdisciplinary research could become what Nicolescu calls 

‘indisciplinarity’ in which “the refusal of any methodology ... makes it 

more an anarchical than structured knowledge.” (188) 

This claim is also made by Barrett, in responding to Taylor’s call for 

the disciplinary system to be abandoned (Point 2). Barrett convincingly 

argued that Taylor’s ‘hyper-interdisciplinarity’ has many weaknesses, 

whereas the ‘routine interdisciplinarity’ of co-operation and collaboration 

between departments and disciplines has a stronger foundation. He quotes 

Abbott in emphasising that “interdisciplinarity presupposes disciplines” 

(qtd. in Barrett 102) and goes on to suggest that: 

university academic departments remain perhaps the most viable 

option for developing among students a disciplinary expertise that 

can be applied more broadly in interdisciplinary work. (102) 

2.2. Culture Studies in Language Departments 

Returning to the specific context of cultural pedagogy within foreign 

language departments, there are some further dimensions that make it even 

more complex than the field of Cultural Studies, because it is foreign 

cultures that are being studied. In line with Risager’s overview outlined 

earlier, Guilherme states that “as far as the study of foreign cultures is 

concerned, teachers should be mindful of its interdisciplinary nature” (209). 

She then illustrates this with a figure which shows a circle divided into 

three segments entitled ‘Cultural Studies’, ‘Critical Pedagogy’, and 

‘Intercultural Communication’. Each of these three components is further 

divided into individual disciplines including sociology, history, 

anthropology and literature in ‘Cultural Studies’, political science, 

education and philosophy in ‘Critical Pedagogy’, and linguistics, 
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semantics, psychology and communication in ‘Intercultural 

Communication,’ to mention some examples.  

In some ways, all three of these categories could be subsumed under 

Cultural Studies. The disciplines under ‘Cultural Studies’ and ‘Critical 

Pedagogy’ could be included together, given Cultural Studies’ critical 

paradigm, though Guillherme kept these separate to emphasise the fact that 

culture pedagogy in the foreign language domain has not always used a 

critical paradigm. It could also be argued that many of the disciplines in the 

‘Intercultural Communication’ segment could also be subsumed under 

Cultural Studies. For example, in his recent book entitled Cultural Studies: 

Theory and Practice, Barker focuses on “that version of cultural studies 

which places language at its heart [:] the kind of cultural studies influenced 

by poststructuralist theories of language, representation and subjectivity” 

(4), and highlights the strong influence the ‘linguistic turn’ has had on 

Cultural Studies. In recent years intercultural issues such as globalisation 

and transnational cultural flows have also played a more significant role in 

Cultural Studies (see e.g. Hall “Opening Remarks”). However, keeping the 

‘Intercultural Communication’ section separate does highlight the distinct 

nature of cultural components in foreign language courses. Overall, though, 

what is most important to recognise from Guilherme’s model is the fact 

that, as we have already seen with the specific field of Cultural Studies, the 

broader study of culture is inevitably interdisciplinary because of its 

complex nature. 

3. Culture Studies in Tunisian University English Departments 

Having considered the various pluri-disciplinary terms, the nature of 

Cultural Studies as an interdisciplinary field, and the extra dimensions 

inherent in culture teaching in foreign language departments, this paper will 

now turn to consider the practical implications that these issues have for 

Tunisian university English departments. In this section, I will examine the 

modes of culture teaching and research in our departments. In the next one, 

I will consider the type of characteristics that students, teachers and 

researchers need in order to be able to employ an interdisciplinary 

approach. 
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3.1. Culture Studies Research Domains 

This section will consider five different disciplinary approaches to 

studying and researching culture, three of which have a relatively clear 

presence at Tunisian faculties, and two of which are yet to be well 

developed. Traditionally, the cultural component in English departments in 

Tunisia has been strongly influenced by the French civilisation tradition 

(Poirier qtd. in Byram and Cain 35; Risager 63-68, 83-87). Risager 

completes her discussion of civilisation by concluding “this awareness of 

the historical dimension is typical of the French tradition within culture 

pedagogy” (87). Also, despite Cultural Studies’ somewhat troubled 

relationship with history, both Steedman and Pickering ("Engaging with 

History") make clear cases for its continued importance in the field. The 

civilisation tradition in Tunisia has led to a strong emphasis on teaching 

history in courses, and also to many researchers choosing to take a 

documentary historical approach to their research. Sometimes this approach 

has been combined with a focus on marginal groups and issues of power 

and exclusion within American and British/Irish history. 

Alongside this, another strand of culture study has developed in the 

area of International Relations. Given Cultural Studies’ emphasis on the 

critique of hegemonic political power, the centrality of American Studies in 

the undergraduate curriculum, and the United States’ hegemonic role in 

international affairs over the last generation, this field has also developed 

quite strongly. Although International Relations generally focuses on 

contemporary issues (see Shayan), which fits with Cultural Studies’ focus 

as “the study of contemporary culture” (During 1), it is often still necessary 

to include some historical perspective in order to adequately set the context. 

The emergence of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough), 

or Critical Discourse Studies (Van Dijk), with influences from a wide range 

of disciplines in the humanities and social sciences has opened up a third 

paradigm through which culture can be studied, one which has gained in 

popularity in Tunisia. Its empirical focus on analyzing texts enables 

researchers to practically examine how discourse influences cultures, 

especially those on the margins. Although CDA has been critiqued for its 

potential subjectivity, this partly depends on the rigour of the methods used 

in selecting texts, and the criteria used in analyzing them. These issues of 

text, or document, selection and criteria for analysis are no different to 
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those involved in historical or International Relations research, and so 

using a CDA approach is certainly no more subjective than a historical or 

International Relations one. In fact, combining CDA with a wider 

examination of a topic through documentary research can lead to both 

broader and deeper analysis. 

These three aspects are all valuable dimensions of cultural study that 

should continue to be explored. However, there are two other dimensions 

that have not received as much attention to date, which could also 

contribute to the domain at Tunisian universities. 

A fourth aspect of culture studies that could be developed is that of 

ethnographic investigation. As seen earlier, this has played a central role in 

Cultural Studies from its beginning with Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy 

and other studies, such as Willis’s Learning to Labour and Morley’s The 

‘Nationwide’ Audience (Turner British Cultural Studies), playing an 

influential role. Relying predominantly on documents as data sources can 

sometimes leave researchers with perspectives and theories that may be 

detached from the ‘reality’ of the lived experience of the people involved in 

the research topic. Solid phenomenological work, in which researchers seek 

to understand issues as well as possible from the perspective of those they 

are researching, is both an important dimension of cultural research in its 

own right (see Pickering "Experience and the Social World"), and also an 

important first step before critique is carried out. If sound 

phenomenological work is undertaken, then any critique that follows is 

more likely to touch on pertinent issues and to be seriously considered. In 

the past, undertaking ethnographic interviews, and examining personal case 

studies was difficult for many Tunisian researchers given the travel 

limitations they faced. However, with the many opportunities that are now 

available through the internet, this approach offers a new dimension to 

cultural research which can enrich and deepen researchers’ understandings 

of, and critique of, cultural issues. 

Finally, a fifth approach that could be developed further is that of 

comparative research. This is an area that has been expanded significantly 

in literary studies, in which a much broader, more international, corpus has 

developed, and comparative study has been encouraged. However, in the 

culture studies domain, the focus has remained almost exclusively on 

American and British cultures alone, at least at the research level. In his 
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discussion of British Studies in the 1990s, Durant advocated a comparative 

approach, commenting that: 

The value of the current resurgence of interest in British Cultural 

Studies, if it is to have one, lies as much in drawing on students’ own 

cultural awareness as a basis for intercultural dialogue and cultural 

exchange as in knowledge about Britain in particular. (35)  

If a more comparative paradigm is embraced that allows issues in other 

countries to be compared with those in Britain and America, then it also 

raises the question of whether it should be possible to undertake research 

that does not have any focus on Britain and America. As English has 

become a world language (Jenkins) and is no longer owned by Britain and 

America, and as the national paradigms of language and culture study have 

been challenged by transnational paradigms (Risager), then there is no 

reason why culture studies in English should remain solely focussed on 

Britain and America (Mason). Comparative studies between Britain or 

America and Tunisia or studies of other Anglophone or even non-

Anglophone, countries could be important dimensions to add to the options 

that researchers have. These will become progressively more relevant as the 

world enters a more globalised era in which English will increasingly be 

used, and important cultural issues will arise, in parts of the world that are 

far from Britain or America (Graddol). 

4. Attitudes, Skills and Knowledge for Interdisciplinary Research  

     This section will first emphasise the necessity of developing a range 

of competencies for effective participation in interdisciplinary research. It 

will then highlight certain attitudes, skills and areas of knowledge that are 

central to the endeavour. Thirdly, it will make some suggestions as to how 

these traits can be developed in practice. 

4.1. The Importance of Competencies for Interdisciplinary 

Research 

We have seen that culture can be investigated from numerous angles, 

and a greater awareness of these different approaches can enhance any 

individual approach. Also, due to their multi-faceted dimensions, some 

complex cultural issues might be best tackled from an interdisciplinary 

perspective. This was what first drew a number of experienced, successful 
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researchers into interdisciplinary work (see Kandiko 194), not 

interdisciplinarity for its own sake. However, although the heterogeneity of 

interdisciplinary research is one of its main strengths, it is also a weakness 

if participants do not have the requisite characteristics to work well 

together. Moreover, in an interesting article, the influential academic 

Bassnett suggests that students today are different from those in the past. 

She has observed that, although students may not have the same 

commitment to reading long texts in depth as those a generation ago had, 

they do now have a different set of skills and a wider awareness of a 

multitude of issues through the internet. As such, she says that we must 

“recognize that interdisciplinarity and interactivity are not just buzz words; 

they are fundamental concepts that underpin how students [now] think, 

how they learn, and how they will determine their futures” (108), and so we 

should positively engage in interdisciplinarity. For all these reasons, 

developing competencies to enable effective participation in 

interdisciplinary work is becoming increasingly important.  

4.2. The Types of Competencies Needed for Interdisciplinary 

Research 

In an illuminating article, Augsburg overviews previous research into 

what makes effective interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary researchers, 

and four extracts from her analysis are included here. First, she reports that 

in a survey of interdisciplinary team managers, Bruce et al. discovered that: 

there was a common view among survey respondents that personality 

and attitudes are at least as important as discipline base and 

specialization for the successful conduct (and especially co-

ordination) of interdisciplinary research. (qtd. in Augsburg 238) 

Secondly, Bruce et al. suggested that “curiosity about, and 

willingness to learn from, other disciplines; flexibility; adaptability; 

openness in mind; creativity; good communication and listening skills; 

capacity to absorb information; and teamwork” (qtd. in Augsburg 238) 

were all important qualities for interdisciplinary researchers. 

Augsburg also quotes Godeman, who: 

identified additional skills for academic researchers related to 

knowledge integration such as the ability to look beyond one’s own 
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disciplinary boundaries, the capacity for disciplined self-reflexivity, 

the ability to reflect on knowledge integration processes, and the 

ability to take on new ideas. (qtd. in Augsburg 238) 

Finally, she also overviewed some findings of Pohl who interviewed 

researchers involved in transdisciplinary projects. One interesting outcome 

that Pohl discovered was that many of the researchers did not see their 

research as truly collaborative, but more in line with multi-disciplinary 

research, and that “researchers need several years of collaboration to 

become acquainted with and develop respect for the other ‘culture’ before 

they will be able to develop joint concepts” (qtd. in Augsburg 238). 

As can be seen from this selection of findings, the characteristics 

include a number of attitudes, both to the concept of interdisciplinary work 

and to other collaborators, various skills, both in terms of teamwork and 

knowledge integration, and issues concerning knowledge of other 

disciplinary approaches. It is also noteworthy that, although some of these 

traits can be developed before involvement in interdisciplinary research, 

others only develop through involvement in collaborative research, as they 

are dependent on developing both understanding and trust. 

4.3. Steps toward Developing Competencies for Interdisciplinary 

Research  

        This final section will explore how interdisciplinary traits could 

possibly be developed in the three spheres of License programs, Masters 

programs and research practice. 

4.3.1. Interdisciplinarity at the License level 

    In the License program, students are exposed to a range of input from 

literature, civilisation and linguistic perspectives as well as developing 

language skills. However, although coordination occurs between teachers 

within the different domains, in my experience there is much less 

coordination between the specialities, and even sometimes between 

different courses within each speciality. This is also sometimes reflected in 

teaching practice where little mention is made of how topics being taught 

might relate to other courses that students are taking. 

Three steps could be taken to develop interdisciplinary traits. First of 

all, specific course topics, or materials, could be chosen so that there are 
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intentional links between the issues being covered in the various 

disciplines. Secondly, teachers could coordinate more actively between 

disciplines, so that they are in a position to highlight links between 

disciplines and encourage students to make those links in their studies. 

Thirdly, on a different theme, more group work could be encouraged in 

courses as this can create environments in which students can start to 

develop some of the teamwork skills mentioned above. To date, most 

students’ learning is at an individual level, class pedagogy is often quite 

teacher-centred, and many students, though not all, can be quite passive. 

Although students are, and should be, examined individually, if their whole 

experience of learning is at the individual level, and they do not develop 

group learning skills, they will be ill-equipped to be involved in 

interdisciplinary work and research in the future 

4.3.2.     Interdisciplinarity at the Masters Level 
Some of the same issues are present in Masters level courses, 

although they depend on the context. In some cases, students may take a 

course specifically focussed on literature, linguistics, civilisation, cultural 

studies or international relations. In other contexts, students may take 

courses which combine different streams before choosing a speciality in 

either the second year of study, or for their dissertation. 

Some of the advantages of specific courses are that syllabi can be 

designed to give more in-depth training for the speciality, and students who 

have chosen that speciality are more likely to be fully engaged and 

motivated than students in combined courses, who have to study some 

topics which are not related to their chosen preference. Consequently, 

combined courses are often established only when there is a shortage of 

staff, rather than being set up as a positive choice to offer a truly integrated 

interdisciplinary course to students. 

However, courses could be designed that positively integrate various 

aspects of expertise from the different streams in English departments. As 

we have seen, literature and linguistics, as well as history, sociology, 

politics and anthropology have had a significant influence on Cultural 

Studies. I would suggest that there are some linguistic issues and practices 

that all students in literature and culture studies should be aware of. 

Similarly, there are aspects of history, politics, sociology and anthropology 

that can inform students of literature and linguistics. Also, the study of 
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literary texts is central to understanding both culture and language. Finally, 

both literary theory and cultural theory are based on the same range of 

theorists, and much of it is about language. Consequently, I would suggest 

that an integrated Masters course could be designed through which students 

accumulate knowledge, and develop a range of skills, which is fully 

relevant for whichever discipline they subsequently decide to specialise in. 

This breadth of knowledge and skills will also prepare them for 

involvement in interdisciplinary research in the future. 

The success of such a course would again depend on the 

effectiveness of coordination between the different units. If teachers are not 

aware of the links between courses, and are not actively highlighting these 

to students, students might see certain courses as ‘irrelevant’ and lose 

motivation. In this case, the potential of the program to both equip students 

with a broader range of skills with which they can study culture more 

deeply, and to develop a taste for involvement in interdisciplinary research 

in the future, could be lost. 

Turning to the issue of group work, there is the potential in Masters 

courses to go beyond the simple aim of developing teamwork and 

communication skills which was the focus at License level. In her study of 

creativity, Kandiko highlights two paradigms in higher education. On the 

one hand, some people “[focus] on leading creative individuals” (195), 

whereas a “different approach (...) focuses on systems and organisations 

rather than individuals. This notion concentrates more on teamwork and 

fosters a creative environment” (196). Although students should be 

encouraged to undertake research on their own, encouraging a culture in 

which students collaborate in finding sources, investigating issues, and 

discussing their ideas can only strengthen and sharpen their knowledge and 

skills, and develop positive attitudes towards collaborative research in 

future. This collaborative culture can also be developed whilst students 

work on their dissertations. Traditionally, students work alone and then 

meet with their supervisors as they progress. However, ‘creative 

environments’ can also be fostered if students meet together at regular 

intervals. This gives them the opportunity to share and discuss their own 

ideas with other students, and therefore to give opportunity to sharpen each 

other’s ideas, share sources and perspectives that are of relevance to others, 

and generally develop a positive collaborative research atmosphere. This 
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was the sort of practice developed in the early years of the Birmingham 

CCCS, and was one of the major reasons for its dynamic output of new 

ideas. 

4.3.3. Interdisciplinarity in Research Practice 

Finally, I would like to make a few tentative comments concerning 

interdisciplinarity in research practice. First of all, perhaps due to the 

individual, rather than group culture of study and research that most current 

researchers have come through, there is often quite limited research 

collaboration even within disciplines. I am aware of some notable 

exceptions, but would propose that a first step to long-term collaborative 

interdisciplinary studies would be to promote further collaboration within 

disciplines. Perhaps this could be through something similar to the 

disciplinary sub-groups at the CCCS. Greater intra-disciplinary depth and 

rigour will in turn provide greater depth and rigour in interdisciplinary 

work. 

Secondly, although the aim of many Tunisian conferences is to bring 

together researchers from different disciplines, and many of them are called 

‘interdisciplinary,’ the reality is that most are multi-disciplinary, in that 

most papers are written within disciplinary boundaries and often do not 

interact with issues from other disciplines. I would suggest that many 

papers given at interdisciplinary conferences, particularly those with a very 

narrow focus, would be much better suited to disciplinary conferences in 

which the more specialised audience would be able to engage in a deeper 

way with the papers being presented. Interdisciplinary conferences could 

then focus on issues which truly are interdisciplinary, and only accept 

papers which are of real relevance to other disciplines and are likely to 

engage the entire audience. So, again, it may be necessary to encourage 

disciplinarity in order to subsequently see more fruitful interdisciplinarity. 

My final comment concerns the changing face of international 

research. Whereas in the past much research was carried out by individuals, 

increasingly it is being undertaken by research units, institutes and large 

consortiums. Although some of the reasons behind these changes are 

debatable, one of the reasons is simply that larger units are usually better 

vehicles for investigating and answering complex questions, which fits with 

many of the multifaceted issues explored in cultural studies. To give an 
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example, the recent European Union funded MYPLACE project involved 16 

institutions in 14 countries investigating ‘Memory, Youth, Political Legacy 

And Civic Engagement’ (MYPLACE) across Europe. In order to 

effectively carry out research, the various partners were fully involved in 

both quantitative and qualitative interdisciplinary research.  

With the ‘Arab Spring’, democratic transition in Tunisia, and rise of 

migration across the Mediterannean, European research institutes and 

funding agencies are increasingly looking for partners in North Africa with 

which to undertake similar types of collaborative research, often in English. 

However, involvement in such large scale projects would require 

adaptation and development of new skills. Participation would involve a 

commitment to collaborative research, comparative research, and 

involvement, largely, in domains outside research on Britain or America. 

Above all, they present an excellent opportunity to contribute to significant 

international cultural research projects and so should be seriously 

considered. 

 Conclusion 

This paper has emphasised the multi-faceted nature of culture 

studies, the complexity of the questions that the field seeks to investigate, 

and the need for interdisciplinary research to find suitable answers. As 

such, it has suggested that researchers should broaden the methods and 

tools adopted to investigate these issues, and that we incorporate practices 

into License, Masters and research programs which will help students and 

young researchers to develop the characteristics they need to be involved in 

both intra-disciplinary and interdisciplinary collaborative research. 
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 “Interdisciplinarity & Cultural Studies: an 

Integrationist Case in Point” 

Dr. Yosra Amraoui, University of Sousse 

***** 

Introduction 

The interdisciplinary trend in American higher education was 

considered to be superfluous during the 1970s; a vague of scholarly 

skepticism did indeed view the integration of disciplines as a “left-overs’ 

pot” in which any course that did not seem to fit within a discipline used to 

be called interdisciplinary (Newell & Green 1982). It was not until the 

1980s that interdisciplinarity in American higher education started to have 

some ground and to take shape albeit some shortcomings related to a lack 

of definition of the term and the absence of established canonical works in 

the field. Newell and Green define interdisciplinary studies as a series of 

research that “encourage breadth of vision and develop the skills of 

integration and synthesis so frequently demanded by the problems of a 

culture in the midst of a profound transition” (25). Such an understanding 

of the purpose from interdisciplinarity puts various disciplines at the 

service of culture studies primarily in the sense that the former help cover 

and study the transitional aspects of the latter thanks to the variety of 

materials provided by the integrated disciplines themselves.     

In comparison with the Tunisian context of interdisciplinary 

studies, it is important to highlight that culture studies and history, being 

two separate disciplines, have nonetheless been commonly labeled in 

Tunisian higher education as « Civilization » for decades. It is not until 

2004 that cross-cultural curricula have seen the light and students of such 

Master programs have acquired the quality of cross-cultural researchers 

considering the richness and diversity of the programs they follow. The 

trend started at the Higher Institute of Languages in Tunis (ISLT) with the 

creation of the blended MA program called « Cross-cultural Poetics » in 

which students would study History, Literature, Linguistics and Culture-

related courses.  
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Possible areas of research in what was known as « Civilization » 

were mainly confined to British or American history, foreign policy or 

colonial past among other restricted and traditional themes. This was due to 

a pre-conceived belief that students of Anglophone Culture and Civilization 

should specialize in either British or American history. After 9/11, interest 

in religion, terrorism and identity-related issues has started to grow, but 

timidly and restrictedly under either American or British studies. The aim 

of this paper is to bring to the fore the most adequate methodology to adopt 

in blurring lines between the various disciplines that would serve a research 

topic. The focus herein is mainly on interdisciplinarity in culture studies 

and the case study is my own doctoral research which I believe is highly 

integrationist in the way I put various disciplines in the service of my 

research questions. The paper starts by showing the merits of integration in 

culture studies and the methodology to follow in this endeavor. It then 

illustrates how History, Psychology and Sociology could be integrated in 

cultural studies. 

1-Integration of Disciplines in a Research Topic 

Researchers in literature do not spare any effort in integrating 

psychoanalysis and history—among other disciplines—in their literary 

analyses. One may wonder about the reason behind the reluctance of 

Tunisian researchers in culture studies in adopting and adapting disciplines 

to suit their objectives. The answer is probably linked to finding the right 

methodological tools for so doing. First and foremost, it is fundamental to 

have the basic thesis statement clear in one’s mind in order to pursue with 

the choice of the proper methodology to adopt in discussing and linking 

ideas throughout the dissertation. Second, as highlighted by Newell and 

Green, due to the deeply-rooted complexity of disciplines, one should strive 

to make sense of the nature of an interdisciplinary study. They state in this 

respect: “what we envision is a process that starts with a question of such 

scope that it lies outside the purview of a single area of knowledge” (26). 

An example of such types of questions would be: How did the Jewish 

religious identity manage to become a national identity and therefore 

contribute to the creation of the Israeli state? Such a question requires what 

Newell and Green call “narrowly disciplinary insights, each of which grows 

out of a more specific question appropriate to, and approachable by a single 

discipline” (Ibid.). The researcher can then integrate the possible answers to 
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these sorts of enquiries and achieve a maximum input out of a plethora of 

disciplines.  

In fact, a culture studies’ researcher can establish an interaction in 

the form of a dialogue between culture studies and another discipline 

(Repko 2011). Interdisciplinarity leads to innovation in research. It has 

become very common to mix disciplines in order to examine an issue using 

an innovative approach, a different way of looking at things. The present 

paper demonstrates that it is possible to be creative and to look at an issue 

from various angles by adopting an integrationist approach in conducting 

one’s own research.  

2-Integrating Psychology and History in Culture Studies 

In his book Interdisciplinary Research: Process and Theory 

(2011), Allen F. Repko highlights the existence of two views on 

interdisciplinary studies formulated by two types of interdisciplinarian 

scholars. The first view adopts a generalist interdisciplinarian approach and 

the second adopts an integrationist one (Repko 4). In this respect, Repko 

cites Joe Moran, author of Interdisciplinarity (2002) who describes the 

Generalist Interdisciplinary approach as: “any form of dialogue or 

interaction between two or more disciplines” (Moran, 2010, p.14 cited in 

Repko). As opposed to this, the Integrationist view perceives the process of 

integration as the ultimate objective of the study (Repko 4) “by which 

ideas, data and information, methods, tools, concepts, and/or theories from 

two or more disciplines are synthesized, connected, or blended” (Ibid).  

Repko also stresses the importance of differentiating between 

interdisciplinary studies and multidisciplinary ones. The latter, according to 

Repko, “refers to the placing side by side of insights from two or more 

disciplines.” (16) What is equally significant in Repko’s comprehensive 

literature review on interdisciplinarity is Mansilla and Gardener’s (2003) 

definition of the concept of integration in this particular field. He 

summarizes the gist of their input as follows: “The integration of 

knowledge, then, means identifying and blending knowledge from relevant 

disciplines to produce an interdisciplinary understanding of a particular 

problem or intellectual question” (23). 

I would like to illustrate with a more practical example here. I 

noticed that it has been customary to look at the circumstances leading to 
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the creation of Israel typically from geopolitical and/or historical lenses. 

Yet, it is also possible and innovative to look at the issue by following the 

evolution of the Jewish identity from the first Jewish exile to the mid 20
th

 

century. This methodology helps assessing religious identity in light of a 

nascent national ethos. For the purpose, it is necessary to study the social 

phenomena that accompanied the mobility of the Jewish diaspora 

notwithstanding the psychological processes of the mind that transformed 

their scattered diasporic existence into a common cause embodied in the 

Zionist call for the creation of a home for the Jews in Palestine. This task is 

possible with the use of Memory Studies and Psychoanalysis. In this 

respect, Paul Ricoeur’s Memory, History, Forgetting (2004) and Daniel 

Wegner’s “Transactive Memory: A contemporary analysis of the Group 

Mind” (1986) are worth using to explain the politics of recognition 

developed by Jewish communities in the diaspora prior to 1948. 

 Ricoeur’s work highlights the inter-relation between such 

important concepts as memory and identity constructs in their interaction 

with history and forgetting notwithstanding the techniques used in the 

process of this interaction. The concept of memory can be analyzed using 

both the perspectives of Paul Ricoeur and psychologist Daniel M. Wegner 

and, possibly, from other approaches of theorists of group behavior. 

Besides, since the notion of collective memory is tightly linked to the 

notion of archives, it is necessary to refer to Jacques Derrida’s “Archive 

Fever: A Freudian Impression” (1995). According to Derrida, the origin of 

the word archive, arkhe, relates to the words “commencement” and 

“commandment”. These two terms reflect the sense of authority that 

endows the archival institution at large. Here, the researcher will find a link 

to Ricoeur’s idea stating that the archive is in fact the commencement of 

history. Archived memories are transformed into archived documents, thus, 

exercising authority over their ultimate users: historians. The integration of 

psychoanalysis and history in this respect produces an interesting mix of 

answers that pertain to the main research question which is related to 

examining the evolution process of the Jewish identity from a religious to a 

national identity. 

It is worth noting that integrating disciplines may also induce the 

researcher into integrating “Studies,” such as, Memory Studies, Identity 

Studies, Trauma Studies and Middle Eastern Studies transforming the work 
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into a mosaic of interdisciplinary Studies, as well. In this respect, Repko 

posits that “interdisciplinarians are interested not in merely rearranging 

these ever-changing dots of knowledge, but in integrating them into a new 

and more comprehensive understanding that is additive to knowledge” 

(Italics in the original, Repko 11). As argued by Julie Klein (1996), the 

word “Studies” is in the plural form as it reflects an “interaction between 

disciplines” (cited in Repko 11). Therefore, one can take advantage of the 

input provided by several bodies of knowledge and use it in the scope that 

best suits one’s research area. 

To illustrate this point, it is important to look at how one can 

possibly examine ethnic identity constructs. In my view, studying the 

Jewish identity per se entails a twofold process. First, there is a need to 

present the basic identity features that operate within a theoretical 

framework of memory and group identity. Then, it is necessary to deal with 

traumatic identity constructs to show what had deeply affected and 

accompanied the transformation/development of the Jewish identity. The 

aforementioned traumatic aspects can be dealt with through an 

identification of the historical milestones that paved the transformation of 

the Jewish identity. This can be done through an examination of life in the 

Diaspora and the related historiographical and political implications. 

The purpose of starting with a general theoretical basis on 

collective memory and traumatic identity, before undertaking the study of 

Jewish historiography, is to provide useful background knowledge on the 

Jewish self and history, and to prepare the reader for an in-depth study of 

the “group mind” psychology at a later stage. Following the historian’s 

contribution to the creation of the historical account, another actor 

participates in the historiographical task. According to Ricoeur, this actor is 

the citizen “who is summoned at the level of his participation in collective 

memory” (Ricoeur 258). Taking into consideration the traumatic aspect of 

atrocities committed in the Shoah,
3
 for instance, the historian is therefore 

tempted to understand, to verify, to justify and to explain the output of the 

survivors’ testimonies. This is a clear instance of integration of 

Psychoanalysis in the field of History within the scope of Culture Studies. 

                                                           
3
 Common Hebrew for the Jewish Holocaust 
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It is the Jewish past, as represented in canonical Hebrew scripture 

and Zionist historiography—and as such embodied in the Jewish collective 

memory—which had enabled the Jews to create specific politics of 

recognition within the societies in which they had lived since the first exile. 

Judaism has played a tremendous role in the consolidation of a Jewish 

national ethos. The Hebrew bible was, and still is, the most poignant factor 

in this process. The canonical divisions of the Hebrew Bible allow for the 

existence of a multiplicity of sources from which to draw knowledge about 

Jewish ancestry, their past and future. These divisions are three: The Books 

of the Prophets, The Torah (or the five books of Moses), and the Writings 

(known as Hagiographa
4
). These Hebrew writings contain a great deal of 

historical and political information about the past and fate of the Israelites. 

They are full of themes, lexicon and poetics that Jewish biblical scholars 

interpreted as nationalist. Therefore, and in terms of the theoretical 

framework of this part, one should not miss the works of Anthony Smith 

and Rodney Hall. The latter’s insightful work on national and collective 

identities frames the formation of the nationalist discourse within “sub-state 

groups” that are eventually able to affect state policy making. This 

assertion supports one of the main aims of the research which is showing 

the extent to which sub-groups in a society are able to generate what 

Rodney Hall denominates as “epochal change” (National Collective 

Identities: Social Constructs and Internal Systems published in 1960).  

Yet because the case of the Jewish diaspora is unique considering 

the fact that the Jews had lived for years as a leaderless group, the theories 

of Sigmund Freud and Gustave Le Bon on group mind psychology seem to 

be of extreme significance. These theories will help explain the process 

followed by what is known as the collective group mind in substituting the 

physical presence of a leader with an idea: that of Zionism. Viewed from a 

psychological perspective, holding common historical accounts/beliefs and 

common religious bonds as those shared by the exiled Jews and their 

offspring, the galut
5
 can be labeled as a “psychological group,” a term that 

has existed in psychoanalysis since the 19
th
 century and was further 

                                                           
4
 These writings include the 11 books of the bible : Ruth, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, 

Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Lamentations, Daniel, Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah and 

Chronica. 
5
 Hebrew for exiled members of a diaspora 
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elaborated by Gustave Le Bon and Sigmund Freud. This type of group 

requires not total knowledge of all other members of the group, but it 

presupposes the existence of ties that connect the group to the individual, 

such as belonging to the same race, nation, caste, profession, institution or 

even “a crowd of people who have been organized into a group at some 

particular time for some definite purpose”
6
. One can understand from the 

synthesis of Le Bon and Freud’s descriptions of a psychological group that 

the nature of the bonds linking the members to each other is basically of a 

libidinal nature, that is, related to emotional ties and love for or hatred of 

something and not to sexual aspirations as is the case in individual 

psychology.  

Academic research on History should not be conducted from a 

single perspective. That is why, it is primordial to make use of 

historiographical tools to understand and show that other 

versions/discourses do exist. The multiplicity of discourses, readings, 

commentaries and even primary sources gives way to new discoveries and 

the comparison of the divergences that exist sheds more light than 

confusion I must say. In this undertaking, one may confront accounts 

showing the existing divergences while being clear on the purpose from 

doing so. In this respect, I confirm that I have always been influenced by 

the writings of Hayden White, one of the core theorists of history. His 

articles on interpretation and “metahistory” raise awareness on the fact that 

truth does not exist and that objectivity is relative and not to be taken for 

granted in historical writings. According to White, the past is invented by 

the historian, the past is dead. The theories elaborated by Hayden White in 

several works, such as, “Interpretation in History,” (1973) The Content of 

the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (1987) and 

Metahistory (1973) pinpoint a need to separate the self from the object of 

study. Therefore, the need to involve historiography in a cultural study 

shows to be pivotal. 

Sociology has a word to say in a research about the Jewish identity 

trans/formation process. After examining the Jewish identity from religious 

and politico-national lenses, I discussed the historiographical implications 

of the public’s access to Israeli archives and the ensuing crisis that shook 

                                                           
6
 Freud. Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1949), p. 3 
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Israeli academia in the 1980s. Accessing the Israeli archives for the first 

time after the creation of the State of Israel unearthed hidden realities that 

were, in a way, shocking to most Israeli academics. The expected effect of 

such discoveries that showed how the Haganah
7

 forces exterminated 

Palestinian villages is the condemnation of the terrorist crimes that targeted 

the indigenous population of Palestine and the recognition of the 

Palestinians’ right to return. Yet the shock’s effect was ephemeral and 

resulted in a quasi attempt to move on and forget. Sociologist Uri Ram 

thinks it is the problematic Israeli identity per se that is at the origin of the 

tide of revisionist historiography in the 1980s in Israel. Such is the vision of 

Uri Ram, who above all frames history as the product of social groups; 

whence his focus on the identity perception of these groups in an attempt to 

explain and frame the origin of the historiographical debate in Israel within 

a sociological perspective.  

First of all, Ram considers the Old History
8
 of Israel as ideological 

rather than scientific, as ideology is usually the driving force behind 

collective consciousness movements. As to his position with respect to the 

emergence of a New History
9
 for Israel, Ram observes that the revelations 

are not particularly new, yet the way in which they were conveyed—in 

other words the narratives they engendered—is. The input of sociologist 

Uri Ram lies in his examination of the sociological roots of the debate 

between New and Old Historiography, which has resulted in a change in 

the understanding of nationhood, so he claims. Ram also believes that this 

debate has given birth primarily to a “waning [of] the National Zionist 

ethos”
10

 and to its further ramification into a post-Zionist/post-national 

ethos and a neo-Zionist/neo-national ethos that is, in his view, still 

immature. It is thus possible, here also, to integrate Sociology in the study 

of History within the scope of Cultural Studies. 

                                                           
7
 Jewish Military forces present in Palestine before the creation of the State of 

Israel, later became known as the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) 
8
 Official history of Israel 

9
 In reference to the revisionist tide of historiography 

10
 Uri Ram. “The Future of the Past in Israel” published in the volume  Making 

Israel, p. 207 
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To conclude, interdisciplinarity is still a trend in contemporary 

cultural studies. In order to adapt cultural and religious studies to the 

potential interest of Departments of English in Tunisia, I chose to examine 

the role of British and American Jewry in the transformation of the Jewish 

identity into a politico-national identity. The specific choice of studying 

British and American Zionism parallels, in my view, the assessment of the 

extent of British and American political intervention in the making of a 

home for the Jews in Palestine. In the present paper, I showed how history, 

memory and the past recur as key concepts that are cross-related in a way 

that allows the tracing and examination of Jewish genealogy from the 

waves of immigration that headed towards Britain and the U.S.A, then two 

of the major influences in decision-making with regard to the Middle-East. 

Prior to 1914, these immigrants escaped European persecution, Russian 

pogroms, and most importantly, world prejudice. The existence of Jews 

within two diverse polities such as Britain and the U.S.A helped them 

acculturate in their new multi-ethnic environments in such a way that 

granted them access to the political arenas, nurturing their Zionist ideology 

and pushing it to the forefront of foreign policy-making in their host 

countries then politically controlling the Middle-East. What eventually 

helped me lead my way through to the research conclusions was the 

integration of disciplines in Culture Studies. Interdisciplinarity is therefore 

the key to examine complex and pending issues that one single discipline 

cannot solve on its own. It is also one of the factors that keep the 

researcher’s motivation and interest so heightened that he/she would only 

strive to clear space for undocumented areas of research. 
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“Toward Forging an Interdisciplinary Crossing between 

Translation and Orality in Taos Amrouche’s Le Grain Magique 

(The Magic Grain)” 

Dr. Rachida Sadouni, University of Algiers 2, Algeria 

***** 

Introduction  

Thanks to translation, oral cultures are transmitted. Indeed, these 

cultures, which have mainly expressed existential issues through speaking 

turned to translation as a means of communication to convey their heritage 

to a broader literate public. This tremendous change of transmission can be 

explained by the fact that beyond the content, beliefs about an authentic 

cultural identity shall be expressed. As an integral part of oral culture, a 

story has been subject to writing. Beth Cuthand (qtd. in Dickinson) 

explains in the following quote the importance of putting into paper stories 

of oral tradition:  

We come from a tradition of storytelling, and as storytellers 

we have a responsibility to be honest, to transmit our 

understanding of the world to other people....In this 

process, there is something more than information being 

transmitted: there's energy, there's strength being 

transmitted from the storyteller to the listener and that is 

what's important in teaching young people about their 

identity. What we're doing as Indian writers is taking that 

tradition and putting it physically onto paper and getting a 

broader distribution of those stories , because it's really 

important for us, in terms of our continuing existence, that 

we transmit our identity and strength from one generation 

to another. (Cuthand, qtd. in Dickinson 328-29)  

What Cuthand says about Indian oral tradition can be in accordance with 

Kabyle orality. 
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The case of Taos Amrouche (1913-1976) is to be mentioned here 

for the main reason that she immensely contributed to diffuse Kabyle oral 

culture to people of other nations. As a re-writing process, translation has 

revolutionized orality because it has given oral performance an opportunity 

to be on a visual space. Within the scope of this paper, I will deal with 

translation and orality as two entities inseparable from each other. I will 

especially demonstrate that oral forms do not vanish when written down. 

Rather, they are inevitably everlasting. By selecting The Magic Grain to 

accomplish the objective of my study, I aim at drawing the reader’s 

attention to how the author has taken in charge the translation and 

publication of millenary oral stories into a written form.  Moreover, I 

should mention that all English translations of quotations, books’ titles, 

stories’ titles and other references are mine unless I indicate the opposite. 

1- Kabyle stories: From Orality to Literacy  

In translating kabyle stories into French, Amrouche has, in fact, 

transmitted the meaning of orality as related to individual mannerisms, 

reactions, attitudes, ways of being, walking, talking, thinking, eating, 

sleeping, dressing or living (F. Devatine 2009). It also relates to working or 

doing nothing, fishing, cultivating, preparing food or sharpening tools. 

Orality is also expressed at moments of hunger, sickness, or melancholy as 

well as through living in hope and faith just as much as living in boredom 

and ignorance. Furthermore, orality encompasses gestures and actions that 

are rhythmic poems and droned chants about the tender intimacies of life, 

emotions of the soul and spirit, or of a heart in pain, in joy or in mourning. 

Orality gives us words from immemorial time as well as contemporary 

times (Devatine 11). According to this definition, orality is all what an 

individual expresses in speaking, or while performing a work and it is 

related to all states of being. Orality records stories narrated by people, who 

use gestures, movements and sounds to convince the audience.  

By putting Kabyle stories into French, Amrouche has successfully 

foregrounded native oral literature. Indeed, critic Thomas King thinks that:  

there is a misconception that native oral literature is an 

artifact, something that vanished as an art form in the last 

[the nineteenth] century. Though virtually invisible outside 

a tribal setting, oral literature remains a strong tradition, 
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and is one of the major influences on many Native writers. 

(qtd. in Teresa Gibert 3) 

Besides, King believes that native oral literature still exists, and 

thanks to its strong tradition, it has positively influenced native writers, as it 

is the case for Amrouche.  

In tandem with this idea, Amrouche has deconstructed the 

traditional translation process that lies in the transfer of a text from one 

written language into another written language since she translated one oral 

variety of language into another written language. In the past, it was 

believed that oral cultures “tended to be labeled primitive, old-fashioned 

and rural, whereas cultures that witnessed writing were generally 

characterized as civilized, modern and urban (qtd. in Teresa Gibert 2). The 

opposite can be said about The Magic Grain's stories because their 

transmission through a written form has guaranteed the continuity of 

Kabyle orality, and ensured its fixation. If these stories remained at an oral 

level, it would be difficult to fix the utterance because orality does not 

welcome some changes such as corrections and erasing. This is what 

Walter Ong (2002) addresses in the following quote:  

With writing, words once ‘uttered,’ outered, put down on 

the surface, can be eliminated, erased, changed. There is no 

equivalent for this in an oral performance, no way to erase 

a spoken word: corrections do not remove an infelicity or 

an error, they merely supplement it with denial and 

patchwork. (102) 

As any translator, Amrouche had to look for the best form respecting both 

semantic and stylistic levels. In such a process, corrections go unnoticed for 

the reader, who receives the final product. In contrast to oral stories in 

which corrections are not allowed because the listener may doubt the 

speaker’s credibility and find him/her unconvincing: 

Corrections in oral performance tend to be 

counterproductive, to render the speaker unconvincing. So 

you keep them to a minimum or avoid them altogether. In 

writing, corrections can be tremendously productive, for 

how can the reader know they have even been made? (Ong 

102)  
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This makes translation regarded as an art that depends on orality since it 

connects different languages and cultures together. Amrouche brings oral 

sounds into a visual shape. This has largely helped in the continuity of 

orality for that it has provided researchers interested in oral stories and in 

Kabyle stories, in particular, with texts before their eyes for study or 

analysis’ purposes. In addition, translation, as a re-writing process, has 

been the cornerstone for the enhancement and the organization of Kabyle 

oral utterances logically and grammatically.  

Even though Kabyle oral culture contains rich performances that 

reflect traditions and attitudes of the community, it is praiseworthy to note 

that Amrouche committed herself to the translation task, as a way to make 

words alive and visible, and also to assert that orality is incomplete without 

translation if it does not go beyond sounds. This is why it is a need and a 

duty for orality to produce translation:  

Oral cultures indeed produce powerful and beautiful verbal 

performances of high artistic and human worth (…) 

without writing, human consciousness cannot achieve its 

fuller potentials, cannot produce other beautiful and 

powerful creations. In this sense, orality needs to produce 

and is destined to produce writing. (Ong 14) 

Thanks to Amrouche and her predecessors, Kabyle stories could finally be 

fixed in a language that is accessible for all readers of French, from 

different countries and cultures. This is what can be seen as a 

universalization of Kabyle folk.  

As oral productions, stories have to be repeated consistently by 

using apprenticeship strategy in order to be memorized. Instead, Amrouche 

put them at once on a printed form, and the individual can read them 

anytime, and without any oral assistance. Amrouche talked to her readers 

through the text she produced; the production of the stories’ written form 

was prior to reading. In other words, Amrouche addressed fictive readers: 

many of them read her work at the same time, and at different places 

worldwide. The term “fictive,” here, means that there was no physical 

presence of the reader before Amrouche, and that readers who read 

Amrouche’s message are unknown. In contrast, when giving oral speech, 

the speaker must have an audience that is real, not fictional.  
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Despite the high prestige attributed to translation, it is undeniable 

that spoken words are considered by some critics as alive and real because 

when someone narrates stories, there must be an audience before him/her at 

that very moment. While in translation, the translator ignores all of the 

addressees, such as, their national affiliations, their number and their 

penchants. In addition, when words are translated, there is no possibility to 

update them, and not all readers understand the background and the social 

context of both the source text and the target text. This thought is best 

explained through the following quote by critic Ong (2002):  

(…) written words are isolated from the fuller context in 

which spoken words come into being. The word in its 

natural, oral habitat is a part of a real, existential present. 

Spoken utterance is addressed by a real, living person to 

another real, living person or real, living persons, at a 

specific time in a real setting which includes always much 

more than mere words. Spoken words are  always 

modifications of a total situation which is more than verbal. 

They never occur alone, in a context simply of words. (99) 

What is said about translation and orality would be incomplete if it remains 

at a theoretical level. This is why, I believe that addressing the two 

concepts in a more practical framework would give more insights as for the 

relationship between oral and literate cultures, and would abolish the 

traditional thought about the incompetence of translation as to fix orality.   

2- An Overview of Taos Amrouche’s The Magic Grain   

The Magic Grain (from its original title in French: Le Grain 

Magique) is a book by the Algerian female writer Taos Amrouche, 

published in 1966, where she translated oral folklore from Kabyle into 

French. The author collected orally a number of stories, poems and 

proverbs from her mother Fadhma Aïth Mansour, the author of the very 

famous autobiography Histoire de ma Vie (Story of my Life) (1968), who 

learnt them in her turn from a chain of ancestors. In this paper, I have 

focused on exploring stories excluding thus poems and proverbs. This is 

due partly to the fact that Kabyle stories have received little attention from 

researchers in comparison with poems and proverbs, and second, in order to 
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bring to the fore the object of my study which is to analyze oral stories 

translated into a written form.  

In the introduction of the book, Amrouche mentioned the testimony 

of the well-known sociologist Ibn Khaldoun about the richness and the 

variety of Berber stories: “The Berbers tell so a great number of stories that 

if one puts them in a written form, he/she would produce volumes” 

(9).  Amrouche dedicated herself to that task in order to introduce the 

stories to Francophone readers. She acknowledged that the hard work of 

collecting and translating stories was the result of collaboration with her 

mother. In this regard, she declared, in 1940, when giving a speech of her 

entrance into Casa Velàzquez in Spain:   

To those who may ask me how I do to translate into French 

our Berber poems and stories in their original version told 

by my mother, I reply to them that this was the fruit of a 

tight union with her, of an intimate and mysterious 

marriage of our souls, of our hearts and of our sensitivities. 

(Grimaud) 

 It is praiseworthy to note that Taos Amrouche was not the first scholar, 

who translated Berber stories into French (See Mohand Akli Haddadou 

2009), but much gratitude is given to her for she could publish them in a 

book.  

In Amrouche’s, the identity of the narrator is unknown, and each 

story starts with a time marker, such as, “once upon a time, in a very 

remote time when animals could speak,” or with a space marker, such as, 

“in a remote village” (130). However, in Kabyle and Berber cultures, in 

general, women take exclusively in charge the narration of stories: “Berber 

women’s oral knowledge is ancestral, versatile and omnipresent. It is stored 

in poetry, songs, folk stories, and public oratory” (Fatima Sadiqi 8).  

Most of stories are versions or adaptations of stories in other 

cultures, such as, The Oak-tree of the Ogre (Le Petit Chaperon Rouge in 

French), Which one of us is Beautiful, O Moon (Blanche Neige in French) 

and The Cow of the Orphans that Thuraya TIDJANI (1998) mentioned 

under the title Aïcha, the Killer of her Mother. In Kabyle stories, characters 

are given local names such as Tseriel (Ogress), Mehend, Ahmed, Reskia 
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and Hacène.  Sometimes, they are only referred to by a general name, such 

as, a young man, a young lady, the king and the prince.  

As for the length, the 23 stories include 7 short stories, 3 medium 

stories and 13 long stories. Taos Amrouche adapted them into French, 

using some strategies. In the next section, I will analyze the style and the 

content of the twenty three stories, as well as Amrouche’s translation 

strategies.  

3- Literary Analysis of Oral Stories in The Magic Grain  

3.1. Style and Content  

Kabyle stories have mostly common formulas of beginning and 

ending. The Magic Grain’s start as follows: “May my story be wonderful 

and take place like a long thread”, and end up with the following: “My 

story is like a river. I told it to Lords”, (290). Other formulas can be used 

(See Mohand Akli Haddadou 2009), such as “Mashahou (story) –Ahu (I am 

listening)- Who says Ahu, may he/she find his/her pleasure. May my story 

take place like a silky belt” for the beginning, and “My story is gone, taken 

by the river. I told it to Lords. May God hit the wolf, and may He forgive 

our sins” (264), for the end. Ahu is an expression that is pronounced by the 

audience before the narrator starts telling the story, as a signal to begin.  

All the stories follow a unified three-part frame organization: an 

introduction, a body and an end. In this vein, Fatima Sadiqi asserts (n.d) 

that: “So far as external aspects are concerned, these folktales are 

characterized by three aspects: a beginning, a variable set of connected 

episodes, and an ending” (10). The end could be happy or sad. The stories 

start with background information. The narrator introduces the characters, 

the time and place of the initial situation, and then, invites the audience to 

follow the succession of events. Sadiqi (n.d) further stresses the importance 

of background information in stories: “The importance of background 

information resides in the fact that it situates the story in physical, as well 

as psychological time and place” (10). Once the general frame of the story 

is situated, one is able to catch the thread that will lead him/her to the rest 

of the story. Amrouche followed the original structure of Kabyle stories to 

produce an equivalent text with the same three-part frame organization and 

the same background information.  
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Personification is a major characteristic in Kabyle stories. In some 

stories, the main characters are animals that speak, prepare food and clean 

the house, such as the snake in Which One of us is Beautiful, O Moon?, the 

cat in The Pilgrim Cat, and the frog in The Story of the Frog.  At this stage 

of analysis, it is important to mention that the author took into account the 

reader’s nature and the the target text’s language (French) into which she 

fitted the original version. From this perspective,  The Magic Grain is 

considered as an “interfusional literature, literature that blends the oral and 

the written.” (King, qtd. in Teresa Gibert 4). The stories address a great 

deal of social and human behaviors and feelings present in Kabyle society, 

such as friendship, orphanage, deception, cleverness, revenge, generosity, 

hate, lies, jealousy and wisdom.   

Taos Amrouche did not eliminate all oral features, such as 

repetition, exclamation, parallelism and dialogue. Other features, such as 

hesitation and laughs were eliminated. For instance, repetition was used in 

The Magic Grain, when the sister of the seven young men repeated a 

spontaneous and sad song twice. In The Story of the Flea and the Louse, 

one of the characters repeated her lamentation eleven times. Repetition 

concerned single verbs, nouns, or whole sentences, such as “He travelled, 

he travelled the night, the day, the night, the day” (87), “They played, 

played along the way” (99), “They, thus, threw their sieve which soon 

started rolling, rolling” (100) and “They walked, they walked for a long 

time” (185). In some stories, repetitions are very long such as in O 

Vouïdhmim, my Son where Reskia re-narrated her whole sad story (147) 

mentioned by the narrator earlier in the text. In Princess Soumicha, Mehend 

told Soumicha’s father what happened to him (71) with the Genius of the 

sea, which he narrated in detail at the very beginning of that story. 

Exclamation was used in great deal. Almost every story involved many 

exclamations. The function of an exclamation resides in the fact that stories 

are, in their most part, fictions.  

That is why, characters express astonishment toward some 

unbelievable events and states of being. For instance, in The Seven Ogres, 

the main character says: “How dare you sacrifice your parents who waited 

your birth for a long time, and who saw you coming to the world after they 

saw stars at noon!” (118). Stars never appear at noon, but at night. It is 

meant that parents have waited desperately many years for the birth of their 
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child. In other stories, exclamation was used in order to condemn 

misbehavior or to express one’s dissatisfaction. In this regard, in O 

Vouiedhmim, my Son, it is noted that “And then, my beloved brother threw 

me in that hole in the middle of the forest, and abandoned me!” (148). As 

for parallelism, many examples can be found: "Neither will you buy nor 

sell, neither will you sell nor buy" (129), "To go, in the morning, from the 

house to the fields and, in the evening, from the fields to the house" (85), 

"Is he handsome like the moonlight or ugly as to hide his face?" (The 

Magic Grain 227), and "They left and walked for a long time, in the 

mountain and in the plain, in the plain and in the mountain" (142).  

Before I conclude this part, it is of my duty to mention that The 

Magic Grain, in its French version, is not accompanied by Kabyle original 

version. Despite the importance to translate oral stories in bilingual 

volumes (See L. Lorentzon 1997), I presume that Amrouche did not act so 

because she may have thought that most of her readers could not know 

Kabyle or Berber, and that it would be more practical to use only one 

version, which is French, since translation “allows the reader to review the 

original expression, thanks to the original version on the next page or 

column” (Lorentzon 15). Hence, if the reader does not know Kabyle or 

Berber, he/she cannot review the original expression.  

3.2. Translation’s Strategies  

Contrary to the usual role of a translator, Amrouche did not 

translate the stories written by someone else. She wrote them in Kabyle, 

first, when she collected them orally from her mother, and then, she 

translated them to French. Her work has incredibly boosted the fame of 

Berber oral literature, and offered it the mark of universality. This writer 

was among Berber writers, who strongly participated to the propagation of 

Berber oral literature by putting it on paper, as Mohand Akli Haddadou 

(2009) declares it in the following quotation:  

If oral literature of Berbers has been very rich, it is their 

written literature which made them famous, and provided 

to the world prestigious nouns such as Térence, Apulée and 

Augustin, during Antic Period, Ibn Rachiq, Ibn Battouta, in 

Medieval Period, Amrouche, Mammeri, Kateb, Kheir-

eddine, in Modern Period. Those writers wrote in Latin…, 
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others in Arabic, and others, again, in French…Languages 

of the occupier, but for most of writers, those languages 

were simply an instrument of communication in which 

Berber genius blossomed. (14) 

Contrary to what might be believed, Amrouche has not “corrupted the 

original” form (Lorentzon 5) when translating the stories. She combined 

orality and translation in a way that made both listeners and readers become 

active agents in the process of decoding meaning.  

For a better understanding of the process of translation in The 

Magic Grain, it is important to know about the strategies used by Taos 

Amrouche to transmit Kabyle folklore into French as well as the skills that 

allowed her to write her work. First, the author did not mentioned the 

storyteller’s name. This is common in publications of oral stories, such as 

in French and in English (Lorentzon 6). Another strategy used by 

Amrouche is the collection of stories, not from the storyteller, but from her 

own mother, who can be considered as an intermediary between the 

storyteller and her daughter Taos. As for the strategies of repetition, 

parallelism and ellipsis, Amrouche seemed to follow the ambition of 

Dennis Tedlock, namely, “to write a performable text” (Lorentzon 7). This 

specialist of narratives thinks that stories are not merely narrated, but 

performed, or re-enacted in an oral narrative situation” (Lorentzon 7). In 

this case, oral narratives should be seen as dramatic poetry if they are to be 

translated. Tedlock’s (1983) summarizing of his arguments matches quite 

well the strategy of Amrouche: 

The content tends towards the fantastic rather than the 

prosaic, the emotions of the characters are evoked rather 

than described, there are patterns of repetitions of 

parallelism ranging from the level of words to that of whole 

episodes, the narrator's voice shifts constantly in amplitude 

and tone, and the flow of that voice is paced by pauses that 

segments its sounds into what I have chosen to call lines. 

(55) 

Another strategy involves the use of a proverb or two at the end of each 

story. The morality of these proverbs does not necessarily match the 

stories’ content, but it is a part of Kabyle oral culture. The translation of 
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stories into a written form has allowed the transmission of some proverbs 

and idioms that the Kabyle community uses in order to convey some 

morals, such as “Whoever finds a fig, prepares a log,” (in The Story of the 

Frog), “She is externally beautiful, but internally ugly,” (in The Seven 

Ogres) and “The bran never turns to flour,” (in The Pilgrim Cat). As for the 

language, the author used standard French, which can be understood by 

readers. It is in pure French language that stories were written, with all 

necessary punctuation, and the author did not have recourse to lexical 

borrowing from Kabyle dialect.   

What is salient in Amrouche's is the production of one final text 

from different versions of the same story. Indeed, she allowed the reader to 

have access to one fixed version. Moreover, she saved time. “Some stories 

may take more than an hour to be told orally” (Lorentzon 11-12). Thanks to 

Amrouche, the reader is not compelled to wait so long to finish reading the 

story, and will not be bored by pauses and involvement of the audience, 

that occur when narrating a story orally.  

 Amrouche reported the stories, not word-for-word, but by using 

“inter-cultural negotiation process” (Baral 29). She succeeded into a great 

extent because she could combine formal written style and informal oral 

style. This is obvious in oral features she kept in order to show the 

authenticity of the stories. In addition, she ensured the continuity of the 

stories forever by putting them in a specific visible space.  

Conclusion  

Translation has greatly contributed to the fixation of Kabyle stories 

through the work of Taos Amrouche. Borrowing the expression of Teresa 

Gibert (2006), Amrouche has “striven to make native oral literature visible 

outside tribal settings, and has strengthened it by turning some traditional 

forms of oral storytelling into publishable written texts of modern fiction” 

(3). By transmitting these stories into French, the author “was trying to 

recreate the sense of an oral storytelling voice in a written form” (King qtd. 

in Teresa Gibert 4). The successful adaptation of the stories displays the 

proficiency of the writer in both French and Kabyle. One can say that Taos 

Amrouche committed herself to fix, in a formal shape, oral Kabyle stories 

that reflected her childhood, and aimed at ensuring the continuity of orality 

through translation.  
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“When the Holocaust and the Civil Rights Movement Meet: 

Richard Powers’ The Time of Our Singing” 

Pr. Lynn Hannachi, University of Carthage 

***** 

The Routledge Companion to Critical Theory says that “historicism 

is the practice of interpreting texts on the basis of the idea that their 

meanings are generated by the historical contexts in which they are 

located.”
1 

Historicism “reflects, questions and challenges.” In the case of 

Richard Powers’ The Time of Our Singing, the phenomenon of race 

relations in the United States of America in the mid-twentieth century is 

what is questioned and challenged. 

The novel The Time of Our Singing
2 

is the story of a mixed-race 

couple who live in New York City. It documents their experiences and their 

problems arising from his whiteness and her blackness. It also tells the 

story of their mixed-race children growing up during the 1940s and ‘50s, 

that is, just a couple of decades before mixed-race children were received 

without shock or disdain by the public in the liberal Northeastern part of 

the United States. Of course, he who says time also says place—the novel 

would have been a very different story had it been set in, say, the deep 

south of the U.S. In terms of time, if the novel had been set just two 

decades later, the author would also have had to write a different story 

because of the change in attitudes toward race that occurred over that 

period. Jonah, born in 1941, Joey in 1942 and Ruth, born in 1945 or ’46 are 

the brunt of racial prejudice, especially, during the first two decades of their 

lives, during which they are raised in New York City. 

Their father, David Strom, is a German Jew who seeks asylum in 

the U.S. in 1938 and goes to work at Columbia University in New York 

teaching physics. Although not a lot of attention is given to this point, there 

is evidence in the novel that he works with others in developing the atomic 

bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima in August of 1945, a part of the 

history of that period. Needless to say, neither Dr. Strom’s need to seek 

asylum nor his work on the atomic bomb would have been part of the story 

if the novel had been set two decades earlier.  
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They are successful in raising their two boys as classical 

musicians—Jonah sings and Joey plays the piano—but they are not 

successful in protecting their three children from racial prejudice. As their 

daughter Ruth puts it after both parents have died: “They both thought 

family should trump race,” that is that the unity of the family should be 

more important than racial characteristics, but the society in which they live 

cannot ignore race. As people who attend the boys’ concerts say to them: 

What exactly are you boys?” 

The story is not a chronological narrative, but is firmly anchored 

between Marian Anderson’s concert in Washington, D.C. on April 19, 

1939, and the riots in Los Angeles in 1992, provoked by the acquittal of 

four white police officers who had beaten a black man, Rodney King, 

which was caught on a videotape by an amateur cameraman. Both of these 

events occurred in the U.S.A on the dates they are given in the novel 

pointing once again to the importance of positioning the narrative within a 

particular time period. 

The couple meet and fall in love at the Anderson concert in 1939, 

and then are married in 1940. But, the novel is not a linear narrative—the 

opening pages are set in December 1961 with the two Strom brothers, 

Jonah and Joey, performing in North Carolina. As mentioned, Jonah is a 

singer of European art songs and Joey is his pianist. The title of the novel, 

The Time of Our Singing, gestures toward the importance of historical 

context for much of its meaning. The author signals his intention to use the 

public events of the period  1939-19992 in the early pages. On page 5, thus, 

just at the beginning of the novel, one can read: “A man has flown in 

space,” “Southeast Asia smolders,” a reference to American involvement in 

Vietnam. “Our hatless boy president,” meaning of course John F. Kennedy, 

“plays touch football on the White House lawn.” The recounting of current 

events irrespective of their relation to the plot of the novel is integrated into 

the telling of the story. 

In a further gesture toward recording the history of black 

Americans, the author, Richard Powers, includes the story of Emmet Till,
3
 

a true story which has nothing to do with the Strom family, except that 

Powers provides the detail that Till was a 14-year-old black boy the same 

year that Jonah is 14. In August 1955, Emmet Till goes from his home in 

Chicago, which is in the Midwestern U.S.A, to Mississippi, which is in the 
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deep south, to visit members of his family. There, for speaking to a white 

girl he does not know, he is brutally tortured and murdered. At his funeral 

in Chicago, his mother insists on leaving the casket in which his dead body 

rests open so that the horrendous nature of his murder is visible to all. Not 

surprisingly, David and Delia Strom do not want their boys to learn about 

this murder, but it is national news and they cannot keep it from them. Joey 

says about his mother in relation to the incident: “She didn’t want us to see. 

She didn’t want us to know (…) She thought it might damage us, to see 

(…) what they did to him.” Joey says that he had nightmares for weeks,” 

and adds to his brother: “You don’t remember? I used to wake you up with 

the moaning. You used to scream at me to shut up.” 

Skin color is very important in the story. We read that “My mother 

was light for her family and my father was the palest Eurosemitic.” Jonah 

falls right between them in skin color, while Joey and Ruth are a little bit 

darker. But all three children encounter problems when they appear in 

public with their parents because their mother is black, their father is white 

and they are somewhere in between. The race consciousness is purely a 

question of skin color, and is not related to any other kind of allegiance. At 

one point, Jonah remarks: “We should have been real Negroes. Really 

black…Black as Ethiopia in a power outage…” We’d know where we 

stood, anyway.” 

The conflict in the novel occurs in the mid-1960s when, historically 

speaking, political activism was making its mark in the U.S.A. Should the 

brothers continue their careers as concert performers, performing in Europe 

as well as the United States, or should they engage in civil rights activism 

with their fellow blacks? The brothers are a little bit too old, just by a few 

years, to be caught up in the activism of their sister Ruth, who would have 

been 18 in 1964, the year the baby boomers came of age, and therefore just 

the right age to become politically active. Their parents are both good 

people, but unwilling to confront the problem they created for themselves 

and their children by entering into a mixed-race marriage. The children, on 

the other hand, when they are still young, are curious about their place in 

society; as Jonah puts it to his mother: “Mama,…you are a Negro, right? 

And Da’s some kind of Jewish guy. What exactly does that make me, Joey 

and Ruth?” This is a question which their mother is not able to answer 
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because she and her husband have decided not to treat the race question 

overtly. 

Ruth, not a musician like her brothers, blames her parents for their 

unwillingness to take on the question of race: “The two of them, raising us 

like three sweet little white kids. See No Race, Hear No Race, Sing No 

Race.” She also blames her parents for their mother’s death. The strength of 

the violence of mixed marriages is shown when their house in New York 

City is blown up, killing their mother when Jonah is 14, Joey 13 and Ruth 

10. Their father seems to be unwilling to recognize that the deed is arson, 

done deliberately to punish a black woman for marrying a white man. Just 

as they are unwilling to deal with the race question openly with their 

children, David Strom is unable to contemplate the idea that his wife has 

been murdered as a consequence of her race. 

Dr. Daley, the children’s black grandfather, tells them that they are 

of “hypodescent,” meaning that “a half-cast child must belong to the cast 

with the lower status.” As long as the boys are performing and being 

admired for their talent, they can behave as if color was not an issue, but 

they do not go unnoticed. Joey seems to be cognizant of the color question, 

but not Jonah. As Joey says: “The revolution had come. And Jonah and I 

stood by watching as if from mezzanine boxes at a matinee performance.” 

When Ruth and her activist husband Robert ask Joey what Jonah is doing, 

Joey replies: He’s doing what he can. What he does best in the world,” 

meaning of course that he is singing professionally. Ruth replies to this 

explanation rather brutally: “Being white, you mean.” Even the national 

press takes notice: a Harper’s magazine includes an article in which it is 

written: “Yet there are amazingly talented young black men out there still 

trying to play the white culture game, even while their brothers are dying in 

the streets.” Jonah is named as one of these young men. He finds the article 

fascinating, but does not contemplate changing his career as a consequence 

of the criticism.  

Ruth challenges Joey, because she cannot challenge Jonah, to 

“make your own choice.” To this Joey replies: “What choice am I supposed 

to make? I can play the piano, or I can help you save our people.” In the 

end, Joey makes the decision to help his sister at a school she has 

established in California, teaching underprivileged children up to the age of 

about 9. We read: “As soon as Ruth described (her son) Robert’s school to 



Lynn Hannachi 

78 
 

me, I knew I’d been looking for a reason to keep me from returning to 

Europe.” Jonah, on the other hand, continues to tour and perform concerts 

in Europe. He too seems to have made his choice, that is not to make any 

changes in his professional life because of the color of his skin. 

In the end, Jonah does not make a positive change, as his brother 

does in going to work to teach music at his sister’s school. He does, 

however, as the novel nears its end, return to California and expose himself 

to danger. The reader will question his motive for doing so, but the author 

does not even hint at one. So we are left thinking that he is playing out his 

guilt for never having accepted to be black. He does not seem to have 

reached a new state of consciousness, nor to be planning to make a change 

in the way he lives his life. 

By way of ending his story, which he does with the end of Jonah’s 

life, Powers takes another chapter from black American history, that is the 

beating of Rodney King.
4
 King was arrested and unmercifully beaten by 

four Los Angeles policemen in April, 1991. The incident was captured on 

videotape by an amateur cameraman, and the tape of the beating was aired 

on television all over the United States. After a three-month trial the 

policemen, who had been arrested for assault, were acquitted, that is judged 

not guilty, provoking violent riots in Los Angeles in 1992. More than 50 

people were killed, and 2,000 were injured. 75,000 people were arrested. In 

the novel, Jonah is one of the people who is killed. Powers makes Jonah a 

casualty of the King riots.  

It turns out, then, that despite his best efforts to avoid playing the 

race game, Jonah does not escape the consequences of being of mixed race, 

or, as the public would have it, black. The racism that has been part of 

American history since well before the Civil War takes its toll on the Strom 

family, killing mother and son, and pushing the other two children toward 

activism on behalf of the black community. Race in the United States does 

continue to matter. 
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“Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children: The Dialectics of 

History and Fiction” 

Maroua Touil, University of Manouba 

***** 

Introduction 

History and literature have always been perceived as rivals. For 

Aristotle, poetry is more metaphysical than history, which is shaped by the 

coordination of incredible and unconceivable events. In Poetics, he states 

that “poetry is more philosophical and more elevated than history, since 

poetry states more universal things where as history states particular things” 

(1). Literature is highlighted on behalf of history. But, in the nineteenth 

century, the reverse occurred. The importance of historical writing was 

stressed and fiction was downplayed because of its distortion of truth. Truth 

and objectivity are the main markers of history. This gives history a 

scientific attribute. Fiction was associated with perpetuating lies. But this 

assumption irritated novelists who stressed realistic features in order to 

avoid the reader’s disenchantment with their writings.  

Fiction thus fuses imagination and real events so that the readers 

can identify themselves with what they read. The narrative becomes 

meaningful. In Time and Narrative, Paul Ricoeur refers to “fiction as quasi-

history” and sees “history as quasi-fictional” (97). This definition refutes 

the traditional dichotomy. Hayden White argues in favour of the poetics of 

history, which celebrates the view of history as literature. When mentioning 

the dichotomy between history and fiction, narrative and fact, it is 

indispensible to refer to Hayden White’s contribution to this issue. In fact, 

the extension of narratological analysis to historiography and to 

nonfictional narrative occurred in the wake of the “narrative turn” in 

historical studies which is centrally linked to the name of Hayden White, 

who revolts against the positivist approach to history. The latter establishes 

binary oppositions between fact and fiction. In “The Burden of History,” 

Hayden White affirms the potential of narrative to influence the historical 

discourse (see White’s Tropics of Discourse). He foregrounds the ability of 
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narration to construct meaning. History should never mean discovering 

what really happened.  

In Tropes for the Past, Hayden White claims that the 

representation of history is dependent on the concept of 

narrativization: 

One cannot historicize without narrativizing because 

it is only by narrativization that a series of events can 

be transformed into a sequence, divided into periods, 

and represented as a process in which the substances 

of things can be said to change while their identities 

remain the same. (30) 

Similarly, in Figural Realism, he celebrates the link between history 

and literature since “it is because historical discourse is actualized in 

its culturally significant form as a specific kind of writing that we 

may consider the relevance of literary theory to both the theory and 

the practice of historiography.” (1) 

           An interdisciplinary approach connects the two disciplines together. 

Salman Rushdie’s interdisciplinary reading of Indian history is achieved 

through the conflation of fiction and history. Rushdie talks about a dialectic 

based on a conflict between the authenticity of the real world and the 

metaphorical truth of his protagonist’s narration. The novel subverts 

traditional historiography’s zeal for dissociating facts from fictional events. 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children is a historiographical metafiction 

which highlights the literary interpretation of history. The traditional view 

of reality is based on the contradiction between the real and the fantastic. 

The ordinary has usually played the role of the enemy to the imaginary. 

Hutcheon affirms in “The Pastness of Past Time,” “historigraphic 

metafiction shows fiction to be historically conditioned and history to be 

discursively structured.” In The Politics of Postmodenism, Hutcheon 

affirms: 

A novel like Midnight’s Children works to foreground the 

totalizing impulse of Western-imperialistic-modes of 

history-writing by confronting it with indigenous Indian 

models of history. Saleem’s intertexts for both writing 

history and writing fiction are doubled: they are, on the one 
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hand, from Indian legends, films and literature and, on the 

other, from the West- The Tin Drum, Tristan Shandy, One 

Hundred Years of Solitude, and so on. (62)  

Midnight’s Children thus foregrounds the conflation of historical and 

fictional narratives. The protagonist Saleem Sinai is handcuffed to history. 

Saleem Sinai’s life story is paralleled with the history of India. Historical 

facts are more understandable through storytelling rather than through the 

causal analysis of chains of events. Rushdie destabilizes hegemonic 

historiography by rejecting conventional history and using fantastical 

events in his narrative. Sabrina Hassumani in Salman Rushdie: A Post 

modern Reading of His Major Works says that in the novel, “there are no 

absolute versions of history and, in fact, all the versions are constructs” 

(27).The novel mentions significant historical events such as the 

independence of Bangladesh from Pakistan, the partition, the Indian 

independence, the Indo-China war and the emergency. Saleem’s 

representation of history is not based on authentic evidences as he states 

“no, I can’t prove it, not any of it. Evidence went up in smoke” (440). 

The relationship between literature and history can be viewed 

according to four perspectives. The first view beholds literary texts as 

autonomous, universal and endowed with the ability to transcend history. 

This model is often associated with the standpoint of New Critics, who 

consider literary texts as artifacts which transcend and resist time and place. 

The second model conveys the impossibility to understand literature 

without referring to its historical context. This model is favoured by critics 

who are concerned with the analysis of literary texts by referring to their 

historical background. The third approach adopts the idea that literary texts 

provide undistorted reflections of their time. This model highlights the 

importance of literary texts in order to understand the context in which they 

are produced. The last point is reminiscent of New Historicists’ conception 

of the relationship between history and literature. 

New Historicists investigate the relationship between literature and 

history. The traditional belief can be summed up in celebrating the 

difference between literature and history. On the contrary, New Historicists 

foster the disbelief in the traditional contrast between the literary and the 

historical. Literary texts must be studied according to the social, economic 

and historical backgrounds. New Historicists believe that the 
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comprehension of the past is inevitably mediated by texts and that history is 

textual. The past is interpreted according to a specific point of view. The 

last point is reminiscent of Hayden White’s view in Tropics of Discourse. 

Knowing what really happened is accessible only through narrative. The 

literary representation of history disrupts objectivism and the claim to 

universal progress. History is no longer described in terms of linearity and 

progress, but it is represented as having multiple versions. Like narratives, 

history must meet the needs and interests of different communities and 

groups.  

The traditional belief in unity has been replaced by plurality and the 

desire for linking and integrating fields. This lies at the heart of what is 

known nowadays as interdisciplinarity. The increasing blurring of 

boundaries between different studies led to a huge interest in the field of 

interdisciplinarity. The major factor that helped the interdisciplinary field to 

widely emerge is the different disciplines’ borrowings from each other. 

Because of the social, economic, cultural and political change, the 

refashioning of boundaries has become an indispensible need. 

The historical and the fictional interlace within the narrative of 

Midnight’s Children. At the beginning, it asserts the narrative’s capacity to 

construct a coherent meaning by connecting historical events, but it ends 

with the belief in the inability of narrative to create significance and order. 

The protagonist Saleem Sinai defines narration as an elusive production 

hence the impossibility to authenticate history. Saleem Sinai is emptied of 

history when a spittoon hits him in the head and triggers his loss of 

memory. Saleem is the son of William Methwold, a colonial English 

gentleman with a French grandmother, and Vanita, a ghetto-dwelling 

Hindu. He is swapped at birth with another baby by a Catholic nurse named 

Mary Pereira, who has acted as such because she loves a rebellious man, 

Joseph D’Costa. Then, Saleem is raised by affluent Muslims Ahmed and 

Amina Sinai. Saleem Sinai’s story turns around the baby switch and the 

fragmented identity.  

             A Postmodern approach can be useful since it has been viewed as a 

key to a new practise of history. The old belief in history as an intelligible 

and linear process is erased. Also, historical objectivity is no longer 

possible since the act of narration is responsible for the creation of meaning 

and truth. Narrative guarantees the causality of historical events. It gives the 
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impression of a unified whole in which the events are connected. But the 

narrative’s capacity to represent reality objectively is doubted since reality 

itself is always mediated by language and discourse, which are ideological. 

The postmodernist view of history opposes conventional history writing. It 

rejects the claim to objectivity. In order to show the fallibility of 

conventional history’s stress on objectivity, postmodern theory relies on the 

principles inaugurated by poststructuralist theories which stress the ability 

of language to create and shape reality. Consequently, Rushdie rejects the 

stress on the objectivity of historical representation. He seeks to 

demonstrate that history is a subjective interpretation. Saleem Sinai narrates 

to Padma the history of India as he beholds it with an exaggerated vision of 

his centrality. He represents history from his perspective as the educated 

son of a well-to-do Muslim family living in the elevated house, which 

overlooks Bombay, a residence purchased from the British colonizer 

Methwold. This last point reveals Rushdie’s obsession with the Western 

process of writing history. Rushdie’s aim is to fight the European-made 

history by establishing a process of correction undoing the Western 

hegemony. Midnight’s Children challenges hegemonic representations of 

history through the use of fantasy and magic realism. 

1- Theoretical Part 

Postmodern fiction is interested in exploring the boundaries 

between literature and history. It is often referred to as metafiction, which is 

a fictional writing that interrogates the relationship between fiction and 

reality. It provides a critique of its own narrative structure. Meta-fictional 

texts that tackle the notion of history are called historiographic metafiction. 

Linda Hutcheon in “Historiographic Metafiction” asserts that this type of 

narrative is condemned to an unresolved contradiction due to its “double 

awareness of its fictionality and its basis in real events” (71). In Hutcheon’s 

view, postmodern fiction does not break with history, but questions it. It 

subverts the objectivity of historical narratives. In her steps, Patricia Waugh 

in “Postmodern Fiction and the Rise of Critical Theory” asserts: 

Historiographic metafiction prefigures the New Historicist 

turn in criticism and opened up the novel to a more 

fantastic turn in the writing of Rushdie, Winterson, and 

Carter, for example, and to a more explicit engagement 

both with postmodern theory and with those New Sciences 
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so much favoured in the anti-realist epistemologies of 

postmodern theorists such as Lyotard and Baudrillard. (80) 

Narrative’s ability to infuse meaning is a fact that Linda Hutcheon 

proclaims in A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction where 

she asserts that “the process of narrativization has come to be as a central 

form of human comprehension” (116). Moreover, in The Politics of the 

Postmodern, Linda Hutcheon claims that history and fiction are discourses 

and describes Midnight’s Children as a historiographic metafiction which:  

Refutes the natural or common- sense methods of 

distinguishing between historical fact and fiction. It refuses 

the view that only history had a truth claim, both by 

questioning the ground of that claim in historiography and 

by asserting that history and fiction are discourses. (93) 

The search for explanation and meaning whether through history, narrative 

or fairy-tales proves to be the protagonist’s major obsession. Saleem’s 

narrative is a collection of facts and fiction.  

              The scientific approach to historiography denies the fictional 

aspect of history. It is mainly concerned with facts. In “History and 

Metafiction: Experientiality, Causality and Myth,” Monika Fludernik points 

out that traditional historiography is detached from fictional narrative:  

The distinctions which one needs to draw between history 

and fiction are to be situated not on the textual plane (or 

least not necessarily so) but on the levels of production and 

reception. They include the historical piecing together of 

what must have happened from a frequently daunting 

amount of so-called historical evidence: witnesses’ reports, 

archival registers and documents, previous historical 

presentations, archaeological and biological evidence. (82)  

As a reaction to traditional historiography, Rushdie downgrades the 

objectivity of historiography and highlights the protagonist’s subjective 

stories. Certain postmodern strategies which interrogate the legitimacy of 

absolute truth are also distinguishable in postcolonial texts, such as 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, which use discontinuous narrative, magic 

realism, the amalgamation of historical events with fictional or fantastic 
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ones, and a prevalent implementation of irony which has the power of 

working from within a discourse and, at the same time, resisting it. 

 Fiction undermines the authority of conventional history which 

stresses authenticity and truthfulness. The convergence of history with 

fiction has been triggered by the modern disbelief in achieving an objective 

representation of reality. Collingwood asserts that the historian uses 

imagination to construct his work. He observes that “both the novel and the 

history are… the product of an autonomous or self-authorizing activity; and 

in both cases this activity is the a priori imagination” (245). History is not 

scientific and objective, but it is similar to fiction. In “The Empire Writes 

Back:’ Language and History in Shame and Midnight's Children,”Aruna 

Srivastava views reality and truth in Midnight’s Children as “not 

quantifiable and not ascertainable. They are constructs of imagination and 

experience, and of language” (65). Historical reality is constructed from 

myth, language and ideology. The claim to scientific history removes 

fiction from its representational practises.  

Hayden White asserts that although traditional historians eliminated 

fiction from their discourses, narrative is actually the most efficient mode 

of the representation of facts. In “Reflections on ‘Gender’ in the Discourses 

of History,” he conceives the novel as being: 

 A kind of androgynous mélange or carnival of fact and 

fiction, history and poetry, reality and illusion, and, in 

modernism, became kind of laboratory for testing the 

extent to which a reality which was considered to have no 

essential meaning could be given such by the kind of anti 

poetic means that the human species had utilized to drag 

itself out of “savagery” and into “civilization.” (872) 

He argues that both the historian and the novelist have the same purpose, 

which is to grant an authentic image of reality. He claims that 

historiography should be regarded as a literary art. Accordingly, the 

representation of historical reality is mediated through fiction. In Tropics  

of Discourse, White affirms that “the imagination, no less than the reason 

had to be engaged in any adequate representation of the truth; and this 

meant that the techniques of fiction-making were as necessary to the 

composition of a historical discourse as erudition might be” (123).  
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            Rushdie argues that the presence of fictional or magical moments in 

the novel does not represent the Indian reality as exotic fantasy. 

Accordingly, Saleem argues that the amalgamation of history and fantasy 

does not thwart its realism “reality can have metaphorical content (…) that 

does not make it less real” (MC 240). Historians used to identify truth with 

facts and regarded fiction as the opposite of reality. Rushdie blurs the 

boundaries between fact and fiction by mentioning various real persons and 

events and juxtaposing them with the imaginary events mentioned in his 

narrative. Facts are not paralleled to truth as Saleem states “what’s real and 

what’s true aren’t necessarily the same” (MC 79). Saleem eradicates the 

boundaries between fiction and history since he includes elements of 

history, such as, national historical events in his narrative which is filled 

with excessive number of references to places, dates and days. For 

example, Nasser’s obstruction of Suez Canal is paralleled to his sister’s 

obsession with setting fire: 

While Nasser sank ships at Suez, thus slowing down the 

movements of the world by obliging it to travel around the 

Cape of Good Hope, my sister […] by burning our shoes 

she would make us stand still long enough to notice that 

she was there. (MC 150) 

Both the historian and the novelist, as Hayden White affirms, select events 

and then enforce succession, rearrangement and mutilation. They cannot 

avoid being subjective. Saleem makes it clear that the meaning of history 

has no relation to truth because “reality is a question of perspective” (MC 

165). He also states “I told you the truth. Memory’s truth, because memory 

has its own special kind […] but in the end it creates its own reality, its 

heterogeneous but usually coherent version of events” (MC 211). 

           Rumina Sethi also explores the link between literature and history in 

her article “The Writer’s Truth: Representation of Identities in India 

Fiction” in which she writes “fiction and history have a similar discourse, in 

terms of both their narrative structure and the location of each in historical 

time. It is therefore, prudent to recognize the fictive nature of narrative 

history. In the same way, all literary fiction is also forms of history” (951). 

Besides, Patricia Waugh in The Harvest of the Sixties asserts that 

Midnight’s Children is the best example of “political fictionalization of 

history” (51). 
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2- The Conflation of History and Fiction in Midnight’s Children         

            Rushdie’s novel explores the effects of historical events on Indians. 

The novel interrogates the relationship between official history and 

personal story. Saleem’s construction of his identity evokes the 

establishment of post-independent India. The central metaphor of the novel 

is the fusion of Saleem’s body with India. The novel utilizes the family 

history as a metaphor for the nation.  Almost all the considerable 

incidents in Saleem’s life coincide with crucial political events in the 

history of the country, “national events had a direct bearing upon the lives 

of myself and my family…My private existence was shown to be 

symbolically at one with history” (MC 331). Brian Nicol, in The Cambridge 

Introduction to Postmodern Fiction, claims that the novel displays “how the 

patterns of history impact directly on the lives of individuals” (125). 

Saleem’s body and his family’s life or fate are intertwined with India’s. In 

fact, the numerous births and deaths coincide with chief events in the 

history of the nation such as the Independence Day, the Amritsar Massacre 

and the Emergency Rule. Saleem affirms that “historical coincidences have 

littered and perhaps befouled my family’s existence in the world.” (MC 28) 

             Midnight’s Children is an allegory of Indian history. Steven 

Slemon in “Post-Colonial Allegory and the Transformation of History” 

argues that the allegorical mode of representation exposes the fictionality of 

historical discourse. He states that in allegory “it is fiction that determines 

the way we read history, history that is contingent upon fiction, and not the 

other way around” (160). In tandem with this idea, Salman Rushdie, the 

Indian-British writer, destabilizes hegemonic historiography by rejecting 

conventional history and using fantastical events in his narratives. He 

resorts to magic realism to represent what cannot be represented. He uses 

fantasy to hit off reality. Also, facts and dates suggest Rushdie’s interest in 

the theme of history. Midnight’s Children equates history with fiction 

which is the only way toward truth.  

The novel equates it with storytelling. Many historical events are 

mentioned, such as, Gandhi’s non-violent civil disobedience campaign. The 

novel starts in 1915 when Mahatma Gandhi started civil disobedience. The 

novel represents historical events, but with an altered version, such as, the 

Amristar massacre. The Anti-British protests in 1919 stirred General 

Reginald Dyer’s outrage, who ordered to kill the defiant people present in 
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Amritsar. In Rushdie’s portrayal of the incident, Aadam Aziz was not 

killed. Also, Saleem’s uncle General Zulfikar has excluded the president 

out of his house. This description imitates General Ayoub khan’s 

overthrowing of Pakistan’s leaders. Besides, Rushdie describes the war 

between India and Pakistan as an incident which led to the death of nearly 

all of Saleem’s family. History is enclosed into Saleem. He describes the 

fissure in his body as “history pours out of my fissured body” (MC 370).  

Saleem’s body has been shaped by history. It suffered perpetual 

partition: “I have began to crack all over like an old jug-that my poor body, 

singular, unlovely, buffeted by too much history, subjected to drainage 

above and drainage below, mutilated by doors, brained by spittoons, has 

started coming apart at the seams” (MC 37). When Saleem stubbornly 

sticks to the search for unity and meaning, his body starts to crack. His 

disintegration reveals the impossibility to achieve unity. Saleem points to 

the importance of finishing his narrative and fulfilling wholeness and 

closure. He asserts that his life will contain numerous narratives, 

swallowing them into his body and his story. But, this obsession with 

wholeness is contrasted with the predominant images of fragmentation. The 

best one is the disintegration of Saleem’s body into 400,000,506 pieces. 

As a magical realist text, the novel is characterized by a double 

structure, in which the reasonable and the irrational, the common and the 

unnatural coexist. To counter the positivist thinking, magic realist writers 

tend to use illusion and magic. Magic Realism resists the basic assumptions 

of the enlightenment project. It resists the belief in the presence of one 

reality and one truth. Its founding premise is that reality cannot be 

explained. Magic realist writers celebrate the failure to fulfil total 

credibility. Magical realist texts revitalize macabre events. As an example, 

where as affluent in sensory details, the depiction of the Amristar massacre 

is deprived of any particular term indicating physical violence. Instead, it is 

represented through the use of metaphors suggesting pain and horror. 

Rushdie’s use of magic realism is meant to challenge the official and 

positivist history. 

             Midnight’s Children fits into the historiographic metafictional 

mode. Saleem is a historian, who longs to narrate a coherent and continuous 

account of what happened in the past. He mingles Eastern and Western 

cultural traditions with fantasy and imagination. Neil Ten Kortenaar, in 
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Self, Nation, Text in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, speaks about 

magic realism in Rushdie’s novel as follows:  

The magic and realism in Rushdie’s novel are mutually 

constitutive: they are both equally Indian and equally 

modern. They are not separate functions that Rushdie 

combines in postcolonial hybrid but are each required in 

order to think the other and to think the nation. It is a 

mistake to divide magic and realism, myth and history, 

along national lines. ( 24) 

Storytelling gives Saleem a sense of security. Faced with a chaotic reality, 

the protagonist clings to myths and stories in order to unify his shattered 

self. In Midnight’s Children, the protagonist Saleem insists that fictions and 

stories are not contradictory to authenticity, verisimilitude and reality. Truth 

has a metaphorical content, “sometimes legends make reality, and become 

more useful than the facts” (Midnight’s Children 54). In this regard, 

Rushdie’s novel invokes Indian, Islamic and Middle Eastern myths. Hindu 

mythology is present in the reference to Shiva, Parvati, Vishnu and Padma. 

There is a reference to camphor garden heaven restrained for Islamic 

martyrs. Characters carry the names of Islamic and Hindu myths. In India, 

it is a common practice to name children after the gods. Shiva is the god of 

destruction as well as procreation. Shiva is said to kill many whores and he 

is also described as having procreated many bastard children. Saleem sees 

Shiva as “a mythological figure, an incarnation of destiny and destruction” 

(Midnight’s Children 430).  

             History’s claim to be the transparent representation of past events is 

displaced due to the use of metaphors and fictional narrative. Neil ten 

Kortenaar in “Allegory of History” claims that “Midnight’s Children 

exposes the fictionality, the constructedness of the metaphors and narrative 

conventions implied in national history” (51). Rushdie creates a world 

where the metaphorical is the real. Saleem affirms that “in autobiography, 

as in all literature, what actually happened is less important than what the 

author can persuade his audience to believe” (MC 325). He reiterates critic 

Hayden White’s claim that narrative never produces an authentic 

representation of history because it is built on language, which is slippery 

and ideological.  
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           The skepticism toward the representation of history is spawned by 

the novel’s deployment of fictional elements. Saleem’s memory is tainted 

with magic. His magical sense of smell enabled him to enter into the 

thoughts and feelings of people who lived more than three decades before 

his own birth. His magic gave him access to the mysterious seduction of 

Vanita by Methwold. With the absence of magic, Saleem would never be 

able to know the relationship between the two since Vanita died at the 

moment of his birth.  

             Rushdie makes fun of the inadequacy of the official historical 

sources. He mocks the historian’s privileging of only authentic and valid 

facts, “I am trying to stop mystifying. Important to concentrate on good 

hard facts. But which facts?” (MC 404). David Price in “Salman Rushdie’s 

Use and Abuse of History in Midnight’s Children” claims that the focus on 

“the common, everyday experience of average people” and their 

experiences “compromises a more accurate history of India” (104). In his 

steps, Gunter Grass in “Fictions” argues that a fairytale “is bringing us to 

another kind of truth; to a much, much richer than you get by collecting 

facts of this flat realism” (76). Rushdie agrees with Grass’s opinion and 

asserts that fairy tales serve to represent a different kind of reality. In the 

novel, there is a frequent use of “once upon a time.” Also, Saleem uses the 

ending of fairy tales when commenting on the Nawab of kif’s hampering of 

free election in Pakistan, “ and we all lived happily […] at any rate, even 

without traditional last- sentence fiction of fairy-tales, my story does indeed 

end in fantasy” (MC 326). In “Outside the Whale”, Rushdie claims that 

“objectivity becomes a great dream, like perfection, an unattainable goal for 

which one must struggle in spite of impossibility success” (101). Saleem 

insists that his version is true when he says to Padma “do not think that 

because I had fever, things I told you were not completely true. Everything 

happened just as I described” (MC 209). But, Saleem’s claim to shape his 

narrative as an accurate version of history is deconstructed by Rushdie’s 

reference to some errors in chronology about important events, such as, the 

date of the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi. Facts are modified and 

sometimes suppressed.  

          Saleem Sinai craves for “rearranging history” (MC 260). He 

rearranges the history published in newspapers by cutting out letters from 

different newspapers and combining them in a specific order to suit his 
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purpose. Saleem admits the cutting up of history and his rearrangement of 

national history when he caused Commander Sabarmati’s extermination of 

his wife and her lover by sending him a nameless note which is a 

compilation of words from various newspapers. He creates a note through 

the collage of newspaper parts “I glued my complete note (…) my first 

attempt at rearranging history (…) on a sheet of paper” (MC 253). Rushdie 

uses parody to challenge the attempt to write a unified and monologic 

history. The novel is a parody of the Indian history since Saleem’s 

ancestors are not the real ones because he was substituted at birth with 

Shiva. In this respect, Linda Hutcheon argues that parody interrogates “the 

authority of any act of writing by locating the discourses of both history and 

fiction within an ever-expanding intertextual network that mocks any 

notion of either single origin or simple causality” (Poetics of 

Postcolonialism 29). 

Conclusion 

Postmodernist historical novels blur the binary between real facts 

and fantasy. The most apparent effect of postmodernism upon Western 

historiography is “the narrative turn,” or “the revenge of literature.” 

Postmodern narrativists including such prominent names as Louis Mink, 

Hayden White and Frank Ankersmit mentioned the concept of the narrative 

turn and discussed the relationship between narrative and historiography. 

Critic Hayden White argues that the term literature does not refer only to 

fiction, but it can also include real events. He considers literary work as an 

artistic writing rather than fictional. In Discourse of History, Roland 

Barthes questions the binary between the factual and the imaginary. He 

argues that the obsession with what really happened should be disclaimed 

since traditional history has never been able to produce the real past since it 

only has an image of reality, what he calls “reality effect” (148). From this 

vantage point, reality is not endowed with meaning. It is rather the 

historian’s job to create meaning by ordering events. The conviction of 

obtaining the truth about historical facts is an illusion.  

             The traditional model of history as an objective record of the past is 

deconstructed because history is mediated through narrative. The 

dichotomy between history and science dates back to Aristotle’s time where 

science was seen as universal while history was seen as directed towards 

the particular. The same dichotomy is created between the fictional and the 
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historical. Historians are held to tell stories about the past, which is an 

activity that is described as literary and has nothing to do with the scientific 

attribute. Critic White argues that the stories of history are understandable 

by virtue of their reliance on fictive forms. 

             Midnight’s Children questions the binary opposition between 

history and fiction. History is equated with narrative because of the process 

of selection of events. It shows the erroneousness of the traditional view of 

history as scientific, monologic and representing the dominant discourse. 

The novel addresses various historical moments from 1915 until 1978. It is 

mainly concerned with the issue of the Indian independence from the 

British rule in August 1947. Saleem’s fate is linked to that of his nation. In 

fact, the narrator was born at the same instant India got its independence. 

He is handcuffed to the history of his nation. The opening of the novel 

establishes the narrator’s tenuous relation to his country, “I had been 

mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies indissolubly chained to 

those of my country.”( 30) 
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“Travelling Across Cultures:  An Interdisciplinary Reading of 

the Contact Zone in British Travel Accounts of Tunis” 

Dr. Imen Gannouni, University of Carthage 

***** 

Introduction  

         Travelling, a form of mobility entails crossing geographic and cultural 

boundaries and thus forging connections in a quasi-similar way to 

travelling across disciplinary boundaries. Travelling also involves an 

encounter with ‘others’. Travellers leave home and go somewhere else 

inevitably come across a different landscape, community and culture. In 

doing so, they inhabit a space in which a complex interplay between self 

and other and sameness and difference is taken to an extreme pitch. The 

narratives, identities, spaces and cultures that travelling brings into contact 

are themselves shifting, and relentlessly interacting in complex ways. Thus, 

an interdisciplinary reading of the “contact zone” (Pratt 7) aims  to consider 

the cultural encounter less in terms of separateness and exclusion than in 

terms of interaction, reciprocity and dialogue. My aim is to explore this 

dynamic process of the cultural encounter with particular reference to travel 

accounts of Tunis written by a variety of British travellers in the nineteenth 

century.  

1-Mapping the Historical Period 1810-1914 

The historical period under consideration represented “a great age of 

colonisation” and thus witnessed “the intensification of travel” (Korte 84). 

In this regard, Roy Bridges insightfully made out three broad phases within 

the historical period under consideration. In the first phase, which runs 

from 1810 through to 1837, a swing to Africa and the East may be 

discerned (Bridges 53). This phase was also marked by the global outreach 

of the European Wars of 1793-1815, the French invasion of Egypt and the 

British counter-attack in 1799-1802, and the acquisition of Britain’s second 

empire after 1815. This was the fruit of global victory over Napoleonic 

France (Leask 3). The second phase, from 1837 to 1882, is the period of 

Victorian non-annexationist global expansion when Britons felt confident 

about Britain and its place in the world (Bridges 54).  
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As Barbara Korte suggests, the age of Queen Victoria was “a period 

of intensification of travel which could be seen…in the increased 

popularity of travel and the scenic fashion of tourism” (84). In her steps, 

Ali Behdad writes, in the mid-nineteenth century, technological advances in 

Britain, the development of steamships and the construction of railroads 

“revolutionised” travel around the Mediterranean. Moreover, the presence 

of Europeans throughout the east, the French occupation of the Maghrib 

and the British presence in India and Egypt made” the Oriental journey, 

once an arduous, demanding and ambitious endeavour, an easier, less time-

consuming, and more practical enterprise” (“Politics” 90). This period 

witnessed a steady flow of British travellers to the region. A growing 

number of British travellers ventured into the Regency of Tunis and 

published their accounts, with a number of travellers publishing more than 

one book.  

The last phase, from 1881 to 1915, was a period of “severe 

international competition and territorial annexation characterized by 

considerable anxiety” (Bridges 55). As the century wore on, a sense of 

what Ali Behdad terms “belatedness” (Belated 13) was discernible as 

French colonisation altered the region for its inhabitants and for travellers. 

On the eve of the French Protectorate, Tunisia had two railway stations, an 

Italian one in the north and a French one in the south (K. Brown 371). By 

the 1890s, railways were extended to Tunis Bardo, Tunis La Marsa and 

Tunis La Goulette lines. This was meant to link cities such as Bizerta and 

Tunis (Harter 239-40). In the nineteenth century, the number of British 

travellers to the Mediterranean region increased significantly due to the 

wider colonial and imperial context and the improvements in transport. 

A huge body of travel accounts was yielding. A broad array of travel 

narratives was written and published within the time frame chosen (1810-

1914).
11

 Regarding the travelogues under consideration, their distinctive 

feature is that they are eyewitness accounts and they record travel 

experiences undertaken by a wide variety of travellers. The particular 

appeal of these accounts lies primarily in their ability to conjure up 

                                                           
11

 For a detailed bibliography on British travel writing on the Regency of Tunis 

(1800-1914), see Manai 121-126 and Ashbee 211-288. 
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geographical descriptions of the land,  descriptions of the picturesque 

land/cityscape through the language of aesthetics, ethnographic 

descriptions of the manners and customs of the inhabitants, essays on 

ancient history and archaeology, reports on ancient ruins and monuments 

and botany and zoology. They also interweave elements of autobiography 

and description of the journey in the Regency of Tunis. Their authors 

invoked predecessor texts and travellers to confer authorial voice on their 

narratives. 

The main corpus involves the travel narratives written by the 

following travellers. John Clark Kennedy was an army officer. He travelled 

to Algiers and Tunis with Lord Fielding and published his journal in the 

travel book Algeria and Tunis: An Account of Journey Made through the 

two Regencies in 1846. Another prominent writer was Sir Grenville 

Temple, Bart. He was an “erudite antiquarian traveller” and a “fanatic 

about archaeology” (Djebar 135). In 1835, he published Excursions in the 

Mediterranean. Grenville Temple was “a man of wide learning” and was 

greatly interested in topography and classical inscriptions (Schiffer 400). 

Besides, Nathan Davis was a traveller and excavator. He published his 

experiences of Northern Africa in Carthage and Her Remains: Being an 

Account of the Excavations and Researches on the Site of the Phoenician 

Metropolis in Africa and Other Adjacent Places Carthage and Her 

Remains (1861). 

Furthermore, Sir Robert Lambert Playfair was a traveller, a Fellow of 

the Royal Geographical Society and a consul. In 1877, he published 

Travels in the Steps of Bruce in Algiers and Tunis (“Obituary” 439-40). 

Edward Rae was elected a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society in 

1874. He published his journals of his visits to the Regency of Tunis in the 

travel book, The Country of the Moors (1877).  Also, Henry Spencer 

Ashbee was an avid book collector and a bibliographer. He travelled 

extensively for business and for pleasure. He travelled to Tunisia on three 

occasions with Alexander Graham. Together, they wrote Travels in Tunisia 

(1887), a factual travel book; its bibliography, with an added second part, 

was issued separately in 1889. He was elected Fellow of the Society of 

Antiquaries in 1877 and the Royal Geographical Society in 1881 

(Chambers).  
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Besides, Sir Thomas Wemyss Reid was a journalist and biographer. 

He had many journeys abroad, chiefly part of journalistic missions. He 

went to Tunis as special correspondent of the Standard in 1881. He 

narrated his experiences in The Land of the Bey (1882) (Norgate).  

Alexander Boddy was an Anglican vicar (Bebbington 197). In his travel 

book To Kairwan the Holy: Scenes in Mohammedan Africa (1885), he 

narrated his journey to the Regency of Tunis. Douglas Sladen wrote many 

books, novels and anthologies. He turned his journey in Tunis to an official 

historical narrative in his book entitled Carthage and Tunis: The Old and 

New Gates of the Orient (1906) (Cable 134-35). Many travellers were 

motivated by an interest in the vestiges of ancient civilisations in the 

Regency and thus were drawn to the ruins and monuments. Others were 

interested in the manners and customs of the local inhabitants. Many were 

concerned with describing, mapping and plotting the landscape they 

crossed and the cities they encountered, often with a concern for scientific 

precision. 

The different travel accounts were substantially shaped by the 

interests and concerns of their authors. The thematic focus in the 

travelogues shifts from antiquarian and ethnographic interest and 

geographical descriptions of the land to the descriptions of the picturesque 

landscape. However, an analysis of the corpus of travel accounts reveals 

significant thematic overlaps. The cultural encounter is a case in point. All 

these travellers came into contact with the local inhabitants of the Regency. 

Moving to consider travel literature as it pertained to Africa, the 

prevailing trends in studies of nineteenth-century British travel writing have 

tended to focus unabatedly on Africa with particular reference to its 

eastern, central and western parts. Indeed, British travel and exploration of 

these parts of Africa reached a peak in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, while important areas in the north of the continent remained “little-

known” and even “unknown.”  

In Travellers in Africa: British Travelogues, 1850-1900 (1994), Tim 

Youngs draws on several nineteenth-century travel narratives to explore 

British perceptions of Africa and Africans. However, he specifically deals 

with particular regions, namely, east and central Africa, with particular 

focus on Abyssinia. The collection of essays in The Cambridge Companion 

to Travel Writing (2002) addresses key issues as to the representation of the 
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‘other’ in travel writing. However, the sites adduced do not include North 

Africa. For example, Tim Youngs examines the imagery of darkness in 

travel writing about the Congo. Although the basic specificity of the 

volume Travel Writing in the Nineteenth Century: Filling in the Blank 

Spaces (2006) is its main theme, namely, nineteenth-century British 

travel writing, it shares with The Cambridge Companion a focus on the 

same part of the African continent, the Congo. The northern parts of the 

African continent remain largely absent in these works.  

Though the last decades have witnessed a steady stream of 

publications related to British travel writing on the Mediterranean 

countries, most studies have focused on Egypt, which held a particular 

attraction for British travellers. The popularity of Egypt received a boost by 

Champollion’s decipherment of the hieroglyphic script in 1821-1822 (J. 

Starkey and P. Starkey 2), the burgeoning tourism industry led by Thomas 

Cook’s tours in the Upper Nile, the opening of the Suez Canal and the 

British occupation of Egypt in 1882 (Fahim 8). In  his essay “Scripting 

Egypt: Orientalism and the Cultures of Travel,” Derek Gregory, drawing on 

Edward Said, examines the scripting in conjunction with the imaginative 

geography of Egypt in a set of British travel accounts of the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. The overriding theme in the collection of essays 

entitled Travellers in Egypt (J. Starkey and P. Starkey), is about European 

travel to Egypt with particular focus on the nineteenth century. However, as 

mentioned earlier, few studies have been devoted to the northern part of the 

Mediterranean. 

The reductionist and oversimplifying tendency has not partially 

erased differences between different areas but also glossed over two main 

themes. First, there were historical, geographical and ethnic distinctions 

between different parts of the African continent. Second, these studies 

have been deficient in their lack of awareness of the significance of 

North Africa, more precisely, the Regency of Tunis. For Tunis, it is as 

if the lack of British direct colonial rule in the region has crippled 

discussion of  travel, travel writing and  imperialism in North Africa. 

Contrary to the view that the Regency of Tunis did not stipulate interest 

among British travellers or the British reading public
 
about its recent 

colonial history (it came under French colonial rule in 1881), it represented 

the focal point of an important body of  British travel literature. 
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Nonetheless, few studies have been devoted to nineteenth-century 

British travel writing on this particular part of Africa. Though John 

Pemble’s The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the 

South explores Edwardian and Victorian travel writing on the 

Mediterranean, he only occasionally refers to the modern states of the 

Mediterranean Maghreb with entirely Mediterranean seashores stretching 

from east to west (the modern states of Tunisia, Algeria and Libya). By 

contrast, British Travellers in Tunisia 1800-1930 (Manai) provides an 

extensive history of British-Tunisian encounters, drawing on a wide range 

of British travel accounts in the nineteenth and the early twentieth 

centuries. However, the latter failed markedly to explore the cultural 

encounter within the purview of the contact zone.  

The encounter with the ‘other’ within the precincts of the contact 

zone operates by including the natives in the narrative fabric of the 

accounts as well as by silencing their voices. The aim is to provide another 

perspective on the ‘othering’ process by exploring the contact zone as a 

dialectical space. It also considers the (un)equal power relations sustaining 

the encounter with the ‘other’ (such as dragomen and servants) and 

examines the (courtly) encounter by a close reading of scenes of hospitality 

and reciprocity. 

2- The Contact Zone as a Dialectical Space 

The contact zone refers to “the space in which peoples 

geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other 

and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, 

radical inequality and intractable conflict” (Pratt7). By highlighting the 

dynamics of the contact zone, the aim is to foreground the interdisciplinary 

dimension of cross-cultural issues. A “contact” perspective emphasizes 

how identities and spaces are constituted in a dialectical way. An 

interdisciplinary perspective treats the established and historical relations 

among travellers and “travellees,” not in terms of separateness, but in terms 

of co-presence, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, often 

within radically asymmetrical relations of power. The cultural encounter is 

a dialectical space where “disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with 

each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and 

subordination” (Pratt 4). 
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 It is important not to reduce the terms of the analysis to a dichotomy 

between the West and its ‘others.’ Rather than simply delineating a binary 

and mutually exclusive duality of self/other, the point to explore is “the 

ways in which distinct groups of humanity imagine, describe and 

comprehend each other” (Clifford, “On Orientalism” 209. Cross-cultural 

meetings are the epitomes of interdisciplinarity, par excellence. In what 

follows, the interdisciplinary modes of representation are intended to be 

read in conjunction with the concomitant power relations underpinning the 

cultural encounter.  

The complex mechanism of ‘othering’ in the contact zone operates 

first and foremost by positioning the ‘other’ within the dualistic 

master/servant dichotomy and its corollary uneven power relations. 

Characteristically, British travellers relied on a dragoman. As Derek 

Gregory notes, great importance was attached to securing the services of a 

reliable dragoman, a local interpreter-guide particularly for those travellers 

who, largely ignorant of the local language and custom, were more or less 

completely dependent on their dragoman (“Scripting” 120-123). In the 

following example, Nathan Davis describes the dragoman as follows: “To 

the Consulates are attached Moslem officers denominated Trojmaan, 

Dragomen, which literally means an interpreter…they are probably so 

called because they scarcely ever speak any other than the language of 

the country” (36).  

In Carthage and Her Remains, the dragoman acquires particular 

resonance in the travel account. Baba Ali was a dragoman in the service of 

the American consulate. A native of Sicily, he had been taken as a slave by 

cruisers to the country; he converted to Islam and was then set free. As 

Nathan Davis, ironically and humorously, puts it, Baba Ali joined the 

piratical service and became “as famous as Barbarossa himself” (36). He 

“ravaged the coasts” and “attacked cities” (36). Thus, Baba Ali had been 

“promoted to the rank of Dragoman” (37). However, Nathan Davis would 

“bring him down from his elevated position to the humble ruins of 

Carthage” (37-38). The description of Baba Ali suggestively alludes to a 

reversal of ethnocentric power relations while it actually purports to 

undermine the abilities of the dragoman. 

However, Douglas Sladen highlights the advantages of hiring a 

dragoman less for reasons of “protection” or “interpretation” than for acting 
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as a source of ‘native’ and local knowledge,  to “tell you what you ought 

not to miss, and where you are not forbidden to enter” (423). He goes on to 

provide recommendations for future travellers on choosing ‘natives’ as 

guides. He advises Western travellers to look for hotels where “Arab 

servants” attired in “Oriental spotless native dress” are hired.  As he 

explains, “there is more than a sentimental and spectacular interest in the 

matter; for if there are natives about, they keep you up to seeing the sights 

of the native town.…the Sadiki College…the camel-market…the weekly 

procession of the women with cemetery candles to the tomb of Lella 

Manoubia” (353). The dragoman is perceived as an “informant” to borrow 

James Clifford’s term. Similar to ethnographers in fieldwork, travellers 

resort to the indigenous who are reduced to “native informants” and made 

to speak for “cultural knowledge” (Routes 19). The ethnographic impulse 

twinned with the desire to explore ethnographic territory of the ‘other’ 

largely hinges on the figure of the informant enacted by guides, servants 

and waiters.   

The characterization of the guide in Alexander Boddy’s account is 

revealing as to the contact zone and its interdisciplinary mode of 

representation of ‘otherness.’ As Alexander Boddy describes Muhammed, 

his guide,  “a Moor whose fanaticism could be overcome by silver coins, 

whose politeness made him profess that he understood my Arabic, and who 

knew the meaning of at least a dozen French words…I never grew fond of 

Muhammed, I always distrusted him, and yet I found him most useful to 

me “(168). The attributes imparted to the guide are cupidity, fanaticism, 

suspicion and docility. The ‘other’ is caught by/in the economy of need. 

Dragomen as interpreters represent one of the constitutive pillars for the 

travelling experience.  

Nonetheless, they are perceived with disdain and contempt. In The 

Land of the Bey, the arrival scene at the Goulette is coterminous with the 

encounter with “a swarthy young man” who would act as a guide for the 

Victorian traveller. As Wemyss Reid writes, “Afrighan remained with me 

as servant and interpreter during the whole of my stay in the Regency” 

(54). The naming of the guide is evocative as it stems from a pun on 

African and Africa. In the same vein, Douglas Sladen describes the guide 

as “negritic” (2: 410). As he writes, his guide Mohammed is “a bazar-

runner, an Arab with a strong dash of the negro in him” (404). He also 
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stresses the usefulness of the guide for many reasons. As he explains, “he 

could talk French fluently…It was he who told us about the Night of the 

Prophet, and piloted us with great care through one or two quarrelsome 

crowds, and soothed the populace when they objected forcibly to our 

watching a reading of the Koran” (405).  

For Douglas Sladen, the ‘other,’ whether a guide, servant or waiter, 

is perceived as an informant. It is the “dazzling Arab servants” and  the 

“Arab porter who slept on a bench inside the door, as in any Arab house”  

and “saluted you extravagantly whenever you passed up and down,”  who 

constitute “the most attractive aspects in the hotel”(353). They incarnate the 

local manners and customs. This Victorian traveller says of Achmet,  “the 

Arab waiter had always some information to give us about something 

which would be doing in the native town, or Arab institutions, or Arab 

dishes, and, if we were dining on the balcony, would point out this or that 

queer bit of native life” (354). The servants, guides and waiters are caught 

in the economy of need. The desire to explore the presumed strange and 

unfamiliar native life and acquire a first-hand experience with the native’s 

manners, customs, rituals, culinary habits is in itself impelled by the 

ethnographic impulse. 

In Algeria and Tunis (1845), Clark Kennedy and his companion Lord 

Fielding were attended during their tour in the Regency by a travelling 

party subsuming the Shawsh, Sidi Abdallah appointed by the Bey, Baba 

Jebb an interpreter and an Arab lad. As he needed to purchase horses, Clark 

Kennedy refers to Angelo, the servant, “(we)…took the owner… for our 

servant…his willingness to please made up for his deficiencies, and he 

eventually accompanied us in our wanderings” (18-19). This Victorian 

traveller describes the appearance of Baba Jebb who acted as interpreter: 

           Imagine a little, thin, old man… round his waist a partly-coloured 

sash, supporting a cartouch-box and sabre, a single-barrelled 

European gun, manufactured in the days of old, slung over his right 

shoulder; on his left a dark coloured bernous, and a faded shasheah 

crowning the whole… in an antique saddle, on the back of a 

miserable, half-starved, three-year-old mare…” (50).  

The reigning pattern is the manners and customs portrait which interweaves 

a scrupulous description of the body and costume of the ‘other.’  The other 
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is represented as an ethnographic object of an all-seeing gaze. The example 

also bristles with adjectival modifiers so as to convey the debasement of the 

‘other,’ for instance, “faded,” “miserable” and “half-starved.” The 

description also operates so as to deny the ‘other’ coevalness and depict 

him as temporally distant from the time of the observer by suggestively 

hinting at the single-barrelled European gun, manufactured in the old days. 

Above all, the passage reveals that the traveller’s voice reigns as supreme, 

while the dragoman is depicted as voiceless.  

 Similarly, Edward Rae relied on a dragoman who is depicted less 

as speechless than as nameless. This Victorian traveller makes no 

reference to his exact name; rather, as he puts it, he is “a youth of French 

parentage” and “Tunisian birth” endowed with “a natural aptitude for 

untruth” (112-173). Edward Rae does not recall his name; he just points out 

that “his name resembled Perruquier more than any name I remember, and 

that name will do very well for him.” He was a dragoman as well as a 

“useful servant” (112). It is worthy to mention that the most outstanding 

information added to the guide is the voiceless Bakkoush, which neatly 

encapsulates the trope of silencing the ‘other.’  

 The silent figure, Bakkoush was deaf and mute; he accompanied 

Edward Rae in his tour in the town of Sfax as his escort. As this Victorian 

traveller writes, Bakkoush describes “with incredible facility the features of 

the surrounding country,” “the numerous marabouts’ tombs” and the 

husbandry (169). Edward Rae draws a suggestive comparison as he 

writes, “Bakkoush was a sincere enjoyment: the unfailing clearness of his 

gestures or glances and the rapidity of his intelligence were a study” in a 

striking contrast to the dragoman appointed by the English vice consul 

“who was willing and useful” but an “imbecile” compared with Bakkoush 

(174). Despite the suspicion surrounding Bakkoush, Edward Rae discloses 

his aversion to any mistrust of his “companion” and “friend” (174). This 

Victorian traveller also toured the city of Kairouan with an escort of 

soldiers. He describes the travelling party as “fine-looking men, dressed 

handsomely and in excellent taste… with a red djubba, a white haik …a 

dark blue burnous, and bare brown ankles” (212). In an analogous way to 

his predecessors, Edward Rae depicts the travelling party as an 

ethnographic appendage. The portrayal of the silent figures is premised 
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less on their actions and deeds than on their physical appearances and 

costumes. 

 Though Henry Spencer Ashbee and Alexander Graham did not resort 

to an interpreter during their stay in the city of Tunis, “they were prudently 

advised to take one” during their journey across the Regency (104). To 

quote a few examples, they recount their arrival at the town of Msaken, 

where they encounter the local rulers to supply them with a guide to act as 

warranty for their tour in the town:  

  A one-eyed Arab of solemn demeanour was appointed to escort us. 

No word was spoken: like lambs we followed our stately guide 

through street after street under a broiling sun, or, better said, alley 

after alley…For a good half-hour had we silently, patiently, 

resignedly, followed our one-eyed guide, evidently a conscientious 

man, bent on thoroughly doing his duty - on taking us strictly and 

literally round the town…We began to make signs to our 

implacable conductor that we had had enough of bare walls and 

glare. He could not, or would not, understand our pantomime, 

and kept us steadily on the march. (72) 

In the passage quoted above, silence reigns supreme. This example 

epitomises a characteristic feature of the contact zone, namely, the (lack of) 

verbal interaction between travellers and the natives and its corollary, the 

silencing of the indigenous voice. The guide is portrayed as having a 

“solemn demeanour,” “stately,” as an “implacable conductor” but is most 

strikingly voiceless. On their way to Mahedia, in quasi-monologic passage, 

these Victorian travellers recount, “we directed our coachman to take the 

road via Ksour-es-Sef,…our driver was the dullest and most stubborn of 

louts... he persisted in taking a somewhat shorter road straight across the 

plain” (87). Consequently the journey lasted “five hours” which “might 

easily have been done in half that time” (87).  The verbal interaction with 

the guide hinges on an Italian who happened to be on the caravanserai and 

thus acted as an interpreter, nonetheless, the prevalent characteristic of the 

interaction is the lack of communication. 

3-Scenes of “Forced-free” Hospitality and Reciprocity 

For most travellers, the travelling experience hinged on the natives 

not only as guides, servants and dragomen, but far more crucially as hosts. 
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More precisely, the Georgian and Victorian travellers who undertook the 

journey across the Regency under the aegis of the Bey applied for an Amar. 

Then, they hired servants, guides, dragomen and interpreters. The arrival 

scene is coterminous with the requisition for shelter, food and carriers. At 

the end of their stay, they give back money or medical care. The arrival 

scene, which is a quintessential component in the plurality of travel writing, 

to borrow Mary Louise Pratt’s words, operates as a potent site “for 

framing relations of contact and setting the terms of its 

representation”(78). This encounter with the natives embodies the contact 

zone as a site of negotiation, coercion and subversion. Mary Louise Pratt 

refers to this interaction as a “courtly encounter” (75) which turns out to be, 

in some accounts, completely devoid of courtesy. In the following 

example, Lambert Playfair recounts his arrival in a tribe in search of a 

lodging and food. As he puts it: “Our reception by the Frashish was by 

no means very cordial, but after the usual amount of wrangling and 

threatening we got what we absolutely required, food for our people and 

horses” (175). A further anecdote is Lambert Playfair’s account which is 

revealing in this respect:  

  Here again, the old scene of wrangling took place before we could 

get any supplies…I took the head man apart and putting a sum of 

money in his hand, told him that we had no desire to be a charge on 

any one; all we asked was permission to pay a fair price for what 

provisions we might require…His objections vanished in a 

moment…In an hour, however, he returned with the money in his 

hand, saying that it would be a disgrace to our Lord the Bey if a 

Consul were permitted to travel through his country save as a guest, 

that everything we required should be supplied, but that payment 

was out of the question. (195-96) 

The passage is quoted at length as it reveals a single aspect of the contact 

zone, namely, and most importantly, hospitality.  

 The scene also epitomises the unequal power relations at the matrix 

of the encounter. The British traveller Lambert Playfair and the travelling 

party, saphis, soldiers travel under the aegis of the Bey. They are 

sustained by coercive power which operates so as to compel the natives to 

provide shelter, food and provisions. Nonetheless, the natives turn down 

the travellers’ requisitions so as to strive to retain power. Reinhold Schiffer 
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describes such an encounter in which “forced free hospitality” turns to be a 

“burden” and no longer a “blessing” (56). In the previous example, it is 

hostility rather than hospitality which characterises the encounter with the 

hosts. 

 In Travels in the Footsteps of Bruce, the encounter with the Khomeir 

tribes bears witness to the contact zone as a site of hostility and hospitality. 

Lambert Playfair describes the encounter as follows: “we had no alternative 

but to….seek the hospitality of some douar of the dreaded tribe of 

Khomair…we…claimed hospitality for the night. We appeared to be 

regarded with distrust, nothing like a cordial welcome was accorded to us” 

(243). At first, the encounter was actually devoid of courtesy. Though this 

Victorian traveller and his travelling party were later endowed with 

shelter and food, they felt unwilling to share an unwanted proximity 

with the natives. They grew apprehensive when more than five visitors 

crowded into the fifteen-foot-square room and insisted on pitching their 

own tent in the vicinity.  

 However, they were not granted privacy. As Lambert Playfair puts 

it, “a great circle of wild-looking fellows gathered around us and watched 

our movements with wondering gravity. They allowed us to eat our meal 

without interruption” (243). In an ironic paradox, a reversal of the 

ethnocentric power relations is concomitant with the disruption of the all-

seeing panoptic gaze. Rather, the British traveller becomes the object to be 

seen, gazed at and deprived of his own voyeuristic gaze. However, Lambert 

Playfair restores his sovereign power over the scene and the encounter by 

exhibiting to the tribe “compasses, barometers, tricks with pocket-

handkerchiefs and string” as well as  “a pot of jam” (243) which  operate as 

tokens of Western culture. 

  The departure scene marks a radical shift in the perception of the 

‘other’ as the “dreaded” tribe is transmuted into a community of “friends” 

at the end of the anecdote. Lambert Playfair detected good manners 

behind the allegedly ferocious and barbarous Khomair tribe and admits, “as 

we suspected, the tales of their barbarity and ferocity were very greatly 

exaggerated…[although] I confess I should not like to go far into their 

country without being accompanied by an influential member of the tribe, 

who would be responsible for my safety” (255). As the Victorian traveller 

surmised, the portrayal of the Khomair tribe as barbarous and ferocious is 
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rather stereotypical, he is, nonetheless, still gripped by fears of attacks. 

Most importantly, Lambert Playfair ends the scene by observing, “We felt 

that the pacific conquest of the dreaded Khomair has been accomplished” 

(244). It is an ideology-laden image that transmutes the encounter with the 

‘other’ into an act of conquest for the alien ‘other’ is ultimately subdued 

and domesticated. 

 In Excursions in the Mediterranean, the arrival scene at Boo-

Shater bears witness to the unequal power relations within the precincts 

of the contact zone. Since the owner of a hovel was reluctant to host the 

travelling party, he was threatened with his behaviour being reported to 

the Bey by one of the party. Grenville Temple describes the scene of 

fury and exasperation:  

He frantically rushed towards me, seized my horse’s mane and the 

bridle, and claimed my protection, imagining me to be a 

consul…My horse, disliking his tough handling, but the man would 

not quit his hold…I only got rid of my friend by placing a pistol at 

his head, and threatening to blow out his brains. About fifty Arabs 

had by this time collected; and as we all were swearing, and roaring 

at the top of our voices, the noise, added to the shrill shrieks of the 

women, and angry and savage barking of numberless dogs, may 

easily be conceived…the fierce features and fiercer eyes of the 

Arabs, who were with wild gestures moving about, to escape from 

the kicks and plunges of our horses… (280-81) 

The passage incarnates not only the furious altercation but also the process 

whereby the encounter involved asymmetrical power relations imbricated 

in conflict, coercion, domination and subordination.  

 The docility and efficiency of the indigenous people is ensured by the 

(iron) grip of the Bey’s Amar as well as the British traveller’s alleged 

superiority, which is openly admitted by Grenville Temple. The encounter 

also involves violence conveyed by the pistol which operates as a 

metonymic device for Western colonisation. The scene epitomises the 

single situation that brings into sharp focus the relationship between ‘self’ 

and ‘other’ in these travel narratives, and is also their common 

denominator, the daily negotiation for hospitality. The encounter holds “the 

potential for domination as well as dialogue, and its representation 
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dramatizes the narrator’s understanding of authority, dependency and 

reciprocity” (Nupur and Strobel 22). What is striking in these scenes is that 

the trace of the resistance of the ‘other’ is inscribed in the encounter.    

 Hospitality in some travel accounts is inextricably intertwined with a 

further aspect of the contact zone, to borrow Mary Louise Pratt’s word, 

“reciprocity” (22). The following example epitomises the travellers’ desire 

to reciprocate.  As Clark Kennedy and his companion write humorously, 

previous to their departure they “practised with great success as medical 

men” (122). They had a “regular succession of patients: many were anxious 

to get medicine …so all that could be done was to look at their tongues… 

feel their pulses, and retire into a corner for a consultation… and then 

administering a couple of bread pills rolled in soda” (123). The medical 

men were observed by “the assembled crowd who were looking on with the 

most edifying gravity” (124).  

 However, this Victorian traveller concedes, “to who were really ill 

we afforded what relief we could; for it would have been but an ungrateful 

return for their hospitality to have deceived them” (124). In return for being 

offered a lodging and food, this Victorian traveller acts as a “medical” man 

for his hosts. The example foregrounds the process whereby medicine 

operates as an apparatus to bolster the alleged superiority of the Western 

man.  As Tim Youngs puts it, in the closing years of the nineteenth 

century, “medicine became a demonstration of the superior political, 

technical and military power of the West, and hence acceleration of 

imperialism itself” (“Medical” 29). Alexander Boddy offered the Bedouins 

“presents” as a sign of reciprocity (230). In the same vein, Edward Rae 

reciprocates by proffering gifts to “all who had done me any service” (313).  

Medical care is not the only site of exchange; British travellers offered their 

hosts money and presents in exchange for hospitality. 

 As the examples vividly illustrate, interactions with the ‘other’ 

within the precincts of the contact zone were imbricated in the desire to 

explore ‘otherness’ by entangling the indigenous people in the economy of 

need. They were also impelled by a complex system of knowledge-

producing apparatuses as well as by uneven power relations. The encounter 

is first and foremost generated out of the desire to explore the unknown and 

penetrate the inscrutable. The ‘other’ is domesticated insofar as s/he is 

positioned as an object of the ethnographic gaze, to be observed and most 
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importantly dominated and subjugated. Travel becomes, to borrow Abdul 

Jan Mohamed’s words, “an exploration and a representation” of a world 

perceived as “uncontrollable,” “chaotic,” “unattainable,” and ultimately 

“evil” located at the boundaries of “civilisation” (84). 

 Motivated by his desire to conquer and dominate, the imperialist 

configures the encounter as a confrontation based on differences in race, 

language, social customs, cultural values and modes of production. Instead 

of being an exploration of the ‘other,’ it merely affirms its own 

“ethnocentric” assumptions (JanMohamed 84).  As Susan Blake suggests, 

as both travellers and narrators, European travellers stand somewhere 

between Africa and Empire. In relation to Africa, they are like imperial 

powers. They undertake to conquer, grasp, or assimilate challenging lands 

and alien peoples. They exercise the power they have (wealth, stamina, 

ingenuity, flexibility) to gain more power and knowledge of the land, 

people, flora and fauna, knowledge of self and sense of achievement. Like 

empire, “they both assert authority over and depend upon the people they 

encounter” (21-22). British travellers act as imperial figures within the 

precincts of the contact zone; indeed, the interaction with the ‘other,’ 

hospitality and reciprocity, even subversion are the main aspects of the 

contact zone which are premised on Eurocentric power relations. 

 As the examples have revealed, British travellers fuse two 

interdisciplinary modes of representation of ‘otherness.’ The prevalent 

mechanism of ‘othering’ is premised on images of ‘otherness’ as 

temporally distant, uncoeval, inhabiting an anachronistic space. It also 

exhorts the encoding of ‘otherness’ so as to endorse its savagery, 

degeneration and barbarism. It is an “exclusionary” mode of ‘othering’ 

involving “distancing,” by denying continuities and similarities, by 

postulating an ‘otherness’ that is as ‘other’ as possible (Jervis 8). Within 

the precincts of the contact zone, the mode of ‘othering’ is rather premised 

on interaction, reciprocity and hospitality which in some cases turns to 

hostility sustained by asymmetrical power relations.  It embodies what John 

Jervis terms the “incorporative” mode of ‘othering’ which “colonizes, uses 

the other, assimilates it, denying it any independent validity, own voice” 

(Jervis 7). However, both modes are inextricably interlinked as they 

characteristically and intrinsically operate together.  
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 The encounter with the ‘other’ within the precincts of the contact 

zone illustrates what Homi Bhabha terms “the ambivalence of the colonial 

discourse” (377). Homi Bhabha contends that the colonial discourse is 

characterised by the holding of multiple but contradictory beliefs. It 

cultivates countless endemic contradictory beliefs about ‘otherness’ (377). 

As the scenes quoted above reveal, interaction, hospitality and reciprocity 

in the contact zone abound in contradictory images of ‘otherness.’ The 

‘other’ is but convivial and hostile, hospitable and rejecting, dreaded and 

friendly, gorgeous and repulsive, savage-looking and dazzling, generous 

and mean. The indigenous people are likely to be both altruistic and faithful 

and greedy and degenerate.     

 Conclusion 

Within the precincts of the contact zone, the mode of ‘othering’ is 

rather premised on interaction, reciprocity and hospitality which in some 

cases becomes hostility sustained by asymmetrical power relations. The 

interaction with the ‘natives’ operates first and foremost by positioning the 

‘other’ within the dualistic master/servant dichotomy. They are speechless 

and silent. They are relegated to a position of controlled silence within a 

verbal framework provided by the British travellers, who represent them 

and act as their masters. Though their voices and words break through the 

seemingly monologic accounts, their presence betokens absence as their 

voice is transmuted into silence. 

Request for shelter and food at the arrival scene constitutes a potent 

site for setting the terms of interaction, hospitality and reciprocity. 

Georgian and Victorian travellers who undertook the journey across the 

Regency under the aegis of the Bey applied for an Amar; they hired 

servants, guides, dragomen and interpreters and called for hospitality from 

the indigenous people. However, the encounter is not courtly and cordial in 

most accounts; rather, it becomes a scene of wrangling, swearing and 

roaring, objection, distrust, fury and exasperation. The scenes of the 

encounter bear witness to the British travellers’ understanding of authority 

and reciprocity as well as their potential for domination and dialogue. 

Though the British travellers are given food, shelter and lodging, they seem 

unwilling to share unwanted proximity with their hosts. The scenes of 

reciprocity also embody the alleged superiority of the Western man who 
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reciprocates by acting as a medical man and offering money or other tokens 

of Western culture.  

The cultural encounter also bears witness to the relations between 

British travellers and the ‘other’ in terms of co-presence and interaction as 

much as the process whereby subjects are constituted in and by their 

relations with each other.  The encounter with the ‘other’ brings to the fore 

moments of slippage, transgression and disruption to the sense of the ‘self’ 

as well as the ‘other.’ The British travellers conjure up two disparate but 

confluent modes of ‘othering.’ The exclusionary mode operates by 

depicting the ‘other’ as temporally distant, inferior, backward, savage, 

barbarous, ferocious and primitive so as to postulate an ‘otherness’ that is 

as ‘other’ as possible. However, the incorporative mode of ‘othering’ is 

prevalent within the precincts of the contact zone. It functions by 

assimilating, domesticating, silencing and subduing the ‘other.’  
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“Rethinking British Multiculturalism in the 21
st
Century: 

Cultural Diversity vs. Political Hegemony” 

Dr. Abdelhak Mejri, University of Carthage 

***** 

Introduction 

Multiculturalism in Britain can be studied from an interdisciplinary 

perspective taking into consideration the conflation of the underlying 

historical, ideological and political implications of such a debatable term. 

Multiculturalism in Britain is set in-between cultural diversity and political 

hegemony. The rising number of British-born Muslim citizens and the 

influx of white Eastern European Christian immigrants have driven 

mainstream British society to redefine the term multiculturalism and re-

fashion it as an inclusive term. This paper seeks to examine the way spoken 

and written British political discourse have been determined by local and 

global socio-economic circumstances from the 1960s up to the opening 

decade of the 21
st
 century. The corpus of this paper is made up of a 

selection of government acts, and politicians’ speeches and declarations, 

which will be discussed and analyzed in a framework of a qualitative 

content analysis. The starting point in this paper is the hypothesis that 

multiculturalism in Britain hinges on the changing political discourse, 

which varies according to local and global socio-economic circumstances. 

In fact, socio-economic circumstances of post-war Britain shaped 

the historical, ideological and political implications of British  

multiculturalism.  Indeed, free labour market and the subsequent British 

welfare state benefits which engendered the arrival and settlement of the 

1960s and 1970s successive waves of immigrants from the ex-colonies of 

Britain in Africa and Asia were the main socio-economic circumstances. It 

was a situation that influenced the attitude of British politicians toward 

Britain’s relation with the Commonwealth    and defined multiculturalism 

as being the  convenient response to a new Britain.  

The interdisciplinarity of the underlying historical, ideological and 

political  implications of multiculturalism can be similarly detected in the 

opening decades of the twenty-first century. It seems that competition, 
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global economics and advances in communication technologies   have had 

an impact on the  historical, ideological and political implications of such a 

controversial term . Global economics which have impelled Britain to lean 

toward  privatisation, to enhance competition and to  decrease government 

expenditures on social services prompted Britain to reconsider its relations 

with British-born New Commonwealth immigrants,  to redefine its implicit 

ideology about multiculturalism and to change its spoken and written  

political discourse.   

1-Multicultural Discourse: Roots and Aspects 

            The Attlee’s government years in office from 1945 to1949 formed 

one of the most productive legislative periods in British history. It was a 

time when the first British consensus gathered a major support among 

British political parties. In 6 busy years, the Labour government managed 

to establish the bases of the welfare state. It also nationalised a number of 

major industries, all of which remained in state hands until the1980s. The 

welfare state consisted of government efforts to maintain full employment 

plus a comprehensive system of social services. The 1944 Beveridge report 

was at the root of the system. The report set out a plan to put an end to what 

William Beveridge called “the Five giants,” namely, Want, Disease, 

Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness. The centrepiece was a system of 

compulsory insurance. Every worker would contribute to a scheme of 

national insurance, deducted through wages, helping to build up a fund that 

would pay out weekly benefits to those who were sick or unemployed or 

who suffered industrial injury. The scheme would pay pensions at the end 

of a working life to both employees and self-employed workers. Alongside 

these financial security provisions for all, there would be universal access 

to education and health services. These would be funded from taxation. 

Everyone at work would pay. It was income taxation ending up with the 

rich paying more. The Conservatives put into effect the same procedures 

until 1979.
12

 The welfare system attracted immigrants and affected 

mainstream culture, especially after the 1948 British Nationality Act 

enabling New Commonwealth immigrants to settle in Britain and to enjoy 
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“the status of British subjects.”
 13

 Hence, there was a close 

interconnectedness between the British thriving local socio-economic 

circumstances, the historical relation between Britain and its ex-colonies in 

Africa and Asia and the political discourse on cultural coexistence. 

1.1.  The 1977 Department of Education and Science Green 

Paper 

The British Department of Education and Science  did not ignore 

the drastic change in the composition of British schools in many regions. 

Its official word about multicultural education came through its 1977 Green 

Paper in which it stated that “[British] society is a multicultural, multiracial 

one, and the curriculum of schools must reflect a sympathetic 

understanding of the different cultures and races that now make [British] 

society… the curriculum of schools must reflect the needs of this New 

Britain.”
14 

The content of the document theoretically broke with previous 

educational policies with regard to the second and third generation of 

immigrants. There were grounds for change in the statement declaring that 

“the education appropriate to [Britain's] imperial past cannot meet the 

requirements of modern Britain.”
15

 The education of immigrants’ children 

was therefore expected to go beyond teaching them English as a second 

language: the assimilationist model valid for the first generation of 

immigrants would no longer suit their British-born peers.  

1.2.  The 1980 Department of Education and Science 

Amendment of the 1976 European Economic 

Community Directive 

The economic, social and political context during which the 1980 

Department  of Education and Science amendment of the 1976 European 

Economic Community Directive took place was unique. After losing two 
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by-elections and the 1979 general election, the Labour Party suffered from 

internal division and unprecedented waves of strikes for which the party 

was held responsible in the eyes of the public opinion. During the first 

Conservative government (1979-1983), one of the major tasks which 

topped the list of the Conservative Party agenda was Britain's relation with 

Europe. 

The DES seemed to respond to the recommendation of the 

European Economic   Community Directive in 1981. According to the 

Department, “the curriculum in all schools should reflect the fact that 

Britain is both multiracial and culturally diverse (…) the intention of 

multicultural education is simply to provide all children with a balanced 

education which reflects the nature of British society.”
16

 

1.3.  The 1985 Swann Report 

It is true that multicultural educational policies emerged in the 

early 1970s in connection with the emergence of the second generation of 

the New Commonwealth ethnic minority groups. But, the specific 

constructions of multiculturalism as well as the construction of the limits of 

difference among the constituents of the new British school population are 

best expressed in the 1985 Swann Report , Education for All. Being part of 

this new composition and seemingly different from both the mainstream 

school population and from other ethnic minority groups, Muslim 

communities constituted a major challenge. Religion constituted an identity 

signifier among this population; their concentration in specific areas along 

with a young population unveiled the obstacle of their integration. 

During the mid 1980s, there were some indications that better 

planned programs for the education of immigrant children were essential 

for their integration into mainstream British society. British 

multiculturalists seem to have learnt the lesson from the early 1980s race 

riots. According to British multiculturalists, the problems of black and 

Asian communities were not temporary as they proved to be unrelated to 

culture shock or to lack of English language proficiency. What seemed 

encouraging to British Pakistani families, who were part of the Asian 
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population, was the fact that multicultural policymakers gave some early 

indications about the beginning of a new era regarding the education of 

their children. One possible source for hope among this population was the 

new perception of the report toward minority cultures as being an integral 

part of British society. A close inspection of the report’s 800 pages reveals 

substantial sections where the principles for the evaluation of the 

curriculum are highly recommended. The report stressed the following 

points: 

 The variety of social, cultural and ethnic groups and a perspective 

of the world should be evident in visuals, stories, conversations and 

information. 

 People from social, cultural and ethnic groups should be presented 

as individuals with every human attribute. 

 Cultures should be empathetically described in their own terms and 

not judged against some notion of “ethnocentric” or “Euro-centric” 

model. 

 The curriculum should include accurate information on racial and 

cultural differences and similarities. 

 All children should be encouraged to embrace the cultural diversity 

of the British society in a positive light. 

 The issue of racism, at both institutional and individual level, 

should be considered openly and efforts be made to counter it.
 17

 

In addition, the report’s committee avers that: 

A multiracial society such as [Britain] would in fact function 

most effectively and harmoniously on the basis of pluralism, 

which enables, expects and encourages members of all ethnic 

groups, both minority and majority, to participate fully in 

shaping the society as a whole within a framework of 

commonly accepted values, practices and procedures, whilst 

allowing, and where necessary assisting, the ethnic minority 
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communities in maintaining their distinct ethnic identities 

within this common framework.
18

 

The first Finding that can be noticeable is the following: 

It seems that there was a sense of interdisciplinarity between 

British local socio-economic circumstances, history, ideology and political 

discourse over multiculturalism. In other words, the socioeconomic 

circumstances in Britain between the late 1970s and mid 1980s had an 

impact on the British multicultural discourse. The new culture of 

government’s support, intervention and provision may, to a certain extent, 

account for such a discourse. The thriving British economy determined 

Britain’s historical relation with the new Commonwealth gave rise to 

liberal welcoming attitude toward multiculturalism and influenced the 

spoken and written political discourse of British politicians. In fact, the 

reoccurrence of such lexical items and phrases as  harmony, harmonious, 

sympathetic understanding, mutual understanding, pluralism, cultural 

pluralism, plural society, diversity, culturally diverse, positively enriched, 

positive light, accepted values , shared values, multicultural, multicultural 

education,  multicultural society, balanced education, differences and 

similarities and participate reflect the ideology of the time, particularly, 

when it comes to education. In this sense, the political dimension cannot be 

excluded from British multicultural recommendations. Appealing to 

immigrants as being a reliable target to ensure the elections or increasing a 

majority can occupy a major place in British multicultural discourse at that 

time.  

2- Hegemonic Discourse: Changing Times, Changing Politics 

The arrival of Margret Thatcher in 1979 to power signaled the rise 

of the second British consensus. Global economics which embraced 

competition and the easy movement and products convinced Thatcher and 

her Conservative companions to promote the ‘enterprise culture’ that 

highlighted the vitality of individual responsibility and the restricted role of 

the government. They succeeded in establishing a central powerful 

government that became to a certain extent irresponsible. They tried to 
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restrict the public expenditure through the implementation of highly limited 

welfare policies. They concentrated more on cutting unemployment 

benefits because they saw that collectivist provision for unemployment and 

sickness leave was pushing working class people to be lazy. According to 

the Thatcherites, the welfare services had to be perceived as “a safety net 

for those who could not provide themselves’’
19

.  

In her attempt to decrease state expenditures on the welfare state, 

Mrs Thatcher criticized individual teachers for the provision of 

multicultural education. She described them as being part of the “loony 

left” saying in the inner cities where youngsters must have decent education 

if they are to have a better future, that opportunity is all too often snatched 

from them by hard-left education authorities and extremist teachers. 

Children who need to be able to count and multiply are learning antiracist 

mathematics, whatever that may be.”
 20

 The propagation of the ideology of 

self-reliance and self-responsibility found its way to conservative political 

discourse over the issue of multicultural education. At the same time, she 

promoted privatization and share ownership at a large scale. By 1990 over 

60 companies and corporations were privatized and 21 per cent of adults 

became shareholders
21

. Such New Conservative policies would be followed 

by Tony Blair’s New Labour practices considered as Thatcherism in 

disguise.  To convince the British public opinion about the necessity for 

change, New Conservative and New Labour politicians emphasized some 

19
th
 century Victorian principles of individualism, hard work, self-reliance 

and Britain’s civilizing mission. 
22

 

Due to advances in science and communication technologies, there 

was a growth of a global economy to which Britain was expected to adjust 

itself. New Conservative and New Labour politicians emphasized the 

necessity of a new perception toward the economy. Their attitudes reflected 

the changes which were taking place in Britain’s relationship with the 
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world economy. They promoted an urgent shift from a discourse which was 

dominated by conceptions of national economic management to one which 

accepted a free and open global economy in which competition would be 

the main target of the economy. Besides, the 9/11
th
 attacks against the 

United States and the 2005 London Bombings had an impact at different 

levels . The combination of global economics, new communication 

technologies, the risks and dangers awaiting British security had historical, 

ideological and political implications when it came to British 

multiculturalism. These facts had an impact on the historical relation 

between Britain, the New Commonwealth countries and Europe, as well as 

on the British ideology about multiculturalism and  the British political 

discourse. For instance, in 2005 Tony Blair, then Labour Prime Minister 

declared that: “Evil ideology must be faced directly...this is a battle that 

must be won, a battle not just about the terrorist methods, but their views. 

Not just about their barbaric acts, but their barbaric ideas. Not only what 

they do, but what they think and the thinking they impose on others.’’
 23

 He 

added once again that “the time had come to reclaim from extremists from 

whatever faith, the true essence of religious belief. In the face of so much 

high profile accorded to religious extremism, to schism and to 

confrontation, it is important to show that religious faith is not inconsistent 

with reason, or progress or the celebration of diversity.” 
24

 

Unsurprisingly, the British media took part in the hegemonic 

discourse over the issue of multiculturalism. Such newspapers headlines as 

“Jihad Agitators Tried to Recruit Teenagers for Training Camps”
 25

, “Man 

Dead as Race Riot Erupts in Birmingham”
 26

, “Great Britain Is Worth 

Saving?”
 27

 and “Political Correctness Is the Incubator of Islamism”
 28
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revealed the turning point in the spoken and written political discourse 

among British journalists regarding cultural coexistence in the British 

context. Melanie Philips, from the Daily Mail , for instance,  warned that 

“The country is facing an attack from cultural infiltration and usurpation... 

The government strategy is based on isolating the extremist and 

encouraging the moderates... Believing that Islamic terrorism is motivated 

by an ideology which has “hijacked” and distorted Islam. The government 

will not acknowledge the extremism within mainstream Islam itself”
 29

 

The British commitment to the European Union reinforced the 

British hegemonic discourse with the arrival of Eastern-European 

immigrants in 2004. In fact, Britain was obliged to open its borders in front 

of the newly arriving citizens from such countries as Poland, Bulgaria and 

Romania who hoped to start a new life in Britain, different from theirs in 

their original countries. The benefits of the British welfare state system 

seemed to have encouraged a large scale movement towards Britain, but at 

the same time alarmed British policy makers about the threat such a 

situation would pose to both British resources and British national identity. 

Unsurprisingly, the opening decades of the 21
st
 century witnessed a sharper 

political discourse among British political parties, highlighting Britishness 

and nativism.
 

  In this sense, there has been again a sense of 

interdisciplinarity between socio-economic circumstances, history and 

political discourse over multiculturalism. 

2.1. The 1988 Education Reform Act 

The 1988 Education Reform Act  was the first step toward the 

restorations’ program to ensure the political hegemony of Britain. The Act 

was the outcome of the central government’s action towards the 

educational policies of many individual schools and Local Education 

Authorities. At a time of a second Conservative government (1983-1987), 

the Act made a reference to an adequate preparation of British pupils for 

adult life. It declared that: “... the curriculum should reflect the culturally 

diverse society to which pupils belong and of which they will become adult 
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members.”
30

 Practically, the Act had to do with the elaboration of a 

compulsory National Curriculum  for state schools. It sought to define both 

the content of the curriculum and the proportion of time devoted to each 

subject. 

When in office, any political figure usually seeks to preserve the 

underpinnings of the mainstream society through its school curriculum. 

However, such an attitude might not please many British activists when it 

comes to the education of their children. They would find other ways to 

keep their children closely connected to their ethnic culture and beliefs. So, 

the refusal of “multiculturalism” can be considered as a form of resistance 

and rejection of equally “shared plight” of globalization in which the white 

British usually took only what was suitable for the white British 

community. A valuable message of any “hidden curriculum” was to foster 

the underpinnings of the mainstream dominant group. For instance, the 

Core and foundation subjects of the British   National  Curriculum  had the 

aim of caring for the preservation of a secular White Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant  society. Accordingly, such issues as polygamy, abortion, 

cloning and mixed marriages would continue to be outside the scope of the 

British school curriculum. In 1988, Colin Baker, a contemporary British 

actor and writer, showed that over 90 per cent of the provision for the 

cultural background of Asian pupils derived from the community itself 

rather than official educational resources.
31

 

 2.2. The 1992 “Opting in” Faith School Procedure 

In principle, grant-maintained status was given to any school which 

liked to be directly funded by the central government. In practice, however, 

the government was unsympathetic notably vis-a-vis requests by Muslim 

groups for the right to state funding equivalent to that available to other 

religious groups and institutions. The reason behind such a refusal was the 

condition the government usually put in the case of Muslim communities. It 

was the full respect of the NC. 
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However, the third Conservative government (1987-1992) 

introduced in 1992 a measure under which other religious groups could 

seek to set up their own schools. The rules governing the treatment of 

applications to set up new schools where surplus places already existed 

were becoming more flexible. Religious schools could expand even if there 

were surplus places in their corresponding Local education authorities . 

This process was defined as “opting in” from a voluntary-aided status, 

depending on voluntary financial support, to the mainstream state system 

directly financed by the Department of Education and Science and once a 

faith school “opted in” it could not retreat.
32

 Even when the Department 

yielded to the successive applications of the Muslim groups to have a 

voluntary-aided status of their private schools, the share of the Muslim 

communities could not at all be compared to other religious groups.  

In 2001, the state sector comprised 6,384 primary faith schools and 

589 secondary ones. Among these there were 4,716 Church of England, 

2,110 Roman Catholic, 27 Methodist, 32 Jewish, but only 4 Muslim out of 

about 120 private schools wholly financed and managed by private 

sponsors among members of the Muslim communities.
33

 In the case of the 

British Muslim population, most parents had to pay twice for the education 

of their children. As British citizens, they were expected to pay education 

fees for their children, in addition to the ordinary taxes to the government. 

For a population among which no less than 68 per cent of its members were 

living in households situated below the poverty line, it did not seem an easy 

and enjoyable task to deal simultaneously with the high social deprivation, 

and the education expenses of their pupils.
34

 

 2.3. The 1999 citizenship education 

When the first Labour government took over (1997-2001), it 

displayed less interest in curriculum content than powerful elements of the 

Conservative Party had done. Labour politicians focused instead on 

collecting results related to educational inequalities. Subsequently, they 
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legitimated the introduction of an examination of racism in every school’s 

curriculum by the compulsory inclusion of an element of citizenship. In 

reality, it was the 1999 full enquiry about the 1993 death of a black 

teenager called Stephen Laurence by a white racist gang that led Labour 

politicians to think about the introduction of citizenship education in British 

school curricula. It was not a great deal - 5 per cent of curriculum time in 

all secondary schools had to be devoted to “citizenship” by September 

2001, and part of this had to examine racial conflicts. 

According to the 1999 Department for Education and Employment 

, pupils should be taught about: 

The diversity of national, regional, religious and ethnic 

identities in the United Kingdom and the need for mutual 

respect and understanding; to realise the consequences of 

anti-social and aggressive behaviours such as … racism on 

individuals and communities; to challenge… prejudice, 

racism and discrimination assertively and take the initiative 

in giving and receiving support.
35

 

Under the Labour government, citizenship education proved to be a local 

rather than a national issue. In spite of the 1999 recommendation of the 

Department for Education and Employment addressing all British 

secondary schools, there was hardly any official policy that all individual 

schools had to respect in case of the provision of such an education. 

Consequently, it was only in ethnic minority areas that citizenship 

education witnessed its implementation. Even in these parts of the country, 

such an education underwent critical comment which had to do with the 

content of citizenship curricula, particularly when it came to the Muslim 

communities. 

2.4. Eastern European Immigration: a New British Commitment  

The widening of the European Union in 2004 enlarged the Union 

member states from 6 founding countries to 28 member states, and gave the 

opportunity for Eastern European immigrants to settle down in the country 

                                                           
35

 Department for Education and Employment, The National Curriculum for 

England: Citizenship (London: DfEE, 1999), p.7 
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as permanent citizens. What was unique for these new immigrants was the 

fact that they originated from the most laggard countries in Eastern Europe. 

Both British politicians and British mass media attacked the sudden influx 

of these people and considered them as constituting the heavy burden of the 

British welfare state system. For instance, David Cameron, the 

Conservative Prime Minister of the Coalition government (2010-2015), 

declared: “we will bar nationals from benefits for four years...Britain 

supports the freedom of movement, but it is not an unqualified 

right...People have understandably become frustrated. People want the 

government to have control over the number of people coming here and the 

circumstances in which they come’’
 36

  

At the same time, the Labour Party acknowledged its responsibility 

for the large influx of Eastern European immigrants while in office Edward 

Miliband, leader of the formerly governing Labour Party confessed that: “the 

Labour Party got the numbers wrong.” It was an indirect indication about the 

unwillingness of British politicians to allow in more outsiders, which seems 

to reinforce British political hegemony. Such an attitude has been that of the 

written British mass media. Julian Robinson from the Daily Mail  saw that 

“Eastern European Immigrants see us as the land of milk and honey”
 37

. In 

the same vein, Martin Beckford from the Telegraph expected that: “More 

than 170.000 immigrants refused leave to stay in Britain are to be tracked 

down by private-sector “bounty hunters.”
 38

 Similarly, David Barrett and 

Colin Freeman said: “Britain is facing a new wave of Eastern European 

immigration which will put British workers jobs at risk, experts have 

warned.”
 39

    Such newspapers headlines as “Britain Facing New Eastern 

                                                           
36
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Europe Immigration Surge”
 40

, “ One in 30 Latvians Are Living in Britain, 60 

Poles Are Also over Here and Statistics Don’t show Latest Influx ” 
41

 and 

“Mass Brawl between Right-Wing Group and Anti- Fascists as Race Riots 

Spill onto Streets of Birmingham”
 42

, tend to convey the same message 

The second finding is the following: We can deduce that the 

reoccurrence of  lexical items and phrases such as cultural infiltration , 

cultural usurpation, national curriculum,  hard-left education, loony left, 

extremists, extremism, destroy, religious extremism, separation, separatist 

spirit, terrorism, terrorist groups, riots, mass brawl,  agitators,   ,transition, 

risk, benefits culture, influx, land of  milk and honey, schism, and 

confrontation testify to a new ideology resulting from changing 

socioeconomic circumstances. Thus, it is evident that this discourse derives 

its powers from different fields:  

 Local socio-economic circumstances   

 Global economics  

 Global  geopolitical circumstances  

 Advances in communication technologies  

Conclusion  

This paper has demonstrated the validity of the hypothesis that the 

British political discourse is the outcome of British socio-economic 

circumstances. This paper has first analyzed a sample of multicultural acts. 

Then, the British hegemonic discourse has been foregrounded. After that, a 

sample of politicians’ declarations and newspapers’ headlines were 

analyzed. One can deduce that the socio-economic context cannot by itself 

produce the current political discourse of the opening decades of twenty-
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first
 
century Britain. The second British consensus advocated by the British 

New Right and ‘New Labour’ could revive and  propagate the idea of hard 

work, self- reliance, individualism, free enterprise and the message of 

Britain civilizing the world through different means of local mass media. In 

addition, the new World Order, competitive global economics, local and 

global incidents, fuelled by advances in communication technologies have 

fostered a hegemonic British political discourse. The combination of all 

these brought about the rise of nationalistic parties and nurtured the spirit of 

nativism among large sections of British mainstream society.   
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“E. E. Cummings: The Mysterious Poet and Painter” 

Dr. Asma Dhouioui, University of Carthage 

***** 

Introduction 

The present paper seeks to study the literary and the painterly in 

Edward Estlin Cummings’ inventive poetic and artistic forms and to 

foreground interdisciplinarity in his art. Interdisciplinarity implies the 

intersection of different (academic) disciplines previously regarded as 

separate.  It deals with crossing boundaries away from the limits of 

specialization; hence, it enriches studies and creates interconnections 

between literature, for instance, and other disciplines so as to look at 

literary subjects in new ways since literature itself is an almost all-

encompassing branch of knowledge. An interdisciplinary approach seems 

necessary for the study of a selection of poems by E. E. Cummings, a poet 

and a painter at once, in order to bridge potential gaps between his two arts. 

Cummings, the Avant-Garde revolutionary artist, is fascinated with the 

obscure and the eccentric. He delves into the mysterious to express his 

ideas. It seems that for Cummings, the poet-painter, beauty itself lies in 

mystery. Part of what this study tries to do is to forge a bridge between 

modern poetry and painting, for many of Cummings’ poems look like 

paintings and some of his paintings transmit a poetic input. The “anxiety of 

influence,” to borrow the title of Harold Bloom’s book, takes shape 

between Cummings’ two arts making a sort of parentage. Looking back and 

forth between Cummings’ poems and paintings will be my strategy. I will 

select some poems, study their visual devices and compare them with 

similar devices in his paintings, and draw analogies between the two arts.  

Cummings conveys fresh meanings by using a new poetic language 

that deviates from the norm. He revolutionizes poetic writing by employing 

fragmentation, discontinuity, experimentation, contrastive images and 

puzzling questions, which give birth to mystery upon which emphasis will 

be placed. His unpredictable poetry gives rise to considerable difficulties 

for the reader who has to struggle not only with words but also with their 

order, with the shape of the lines and of the poem as a whole. Haskell S. 

Springer explains that Cummings generally and “intentionally makes it 
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difficult for a reader to comprehend his verse” (8). The use of the difficult 

in modern art has to be related to difficulties in modern life and 

complexities in modern relations. In this regard, T. S. Eliot, in The Use of 

Poetry and the Use of Criticism, sustains that “modern poetry is supposed 

to be difficult” (150). This paper will first study Cummings’ stylistic 

innovation and originality that both shock the reader, then will draw 

analogies between Cummings’ two arts to foreground elements of mystery 

and surprise. The third part seeks the main reasons behind this mystery. 

The fourth part emphasises the concept of visual poetry and underlines 

what is literary and what is painterly in Cummings’ “The Sky Was” 

relating it to two tableaus by Cummings. The last will depict the imagery of 

nature (through a specific example) and the physicality of the “r-p-o-p-h-e-

s-s-a-g-r” poem.  

1-Cummings’ Stylistic Innovation and Originality  

Poetic meaning is believed to be obscure, vague, unclear, 

henceforth, perplexing and contentious. Cummings adopts Ezra Pound’s 

maxim “make it new” and takes his readers far away, to the unexpected, the 

abstruse and the innovatory, or more accurately, to linguistic mysteries and 

visual discoveries beyond the tradition of poetic composition. This allows 

for a multiplicity of interpretations. Yet, still, his visual free verse shocks 

the reader, disturbs his/her tranquillity as in the following poem:  

one 

t 

hi 

s  

snowflake  

(a 

   li 

      ght 

    in 

g) 

is upon a gra 

http://hellopoetry.com/poem/1646/the-sky-was/
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v 

es 

t  

one 

 This poem (61)
1
 is in the form of a spatial or visual metaphor. It 

presents a radical departure from traditional poetic style. It is a sort of 

linguistic chaos deconstructing language and mirroring the chaos of modern 

world with its inconsistencies and wars.  

 As the reader seeks to understand, s/he is forced to see the poem 

with fresh eyes and to pay particular attention to the distinctively vertical 

shape of the poem on the page; for meaning is accentuated through 

technical skill and originality. While the omission of punctuation marks 

creates ambiguous statements, the poem, with its pieces collected together, 

corresponds to a tombstone. “A lighting”, a parenthetical statement divided 

into five lines, probably alludes to the light of one truth (and the text’s first 

and last lines include one word which is “one”), the most evident truth: 

death, metonymically represented in “gra/ v/ es/ t/ one”, also divided into 

five lines as it is obvious in the text.  

 In a similar fashion, Cummings uses typography to paint a picture 

with his poem and provides a refreshing insight into a falling autumn leaf 

in “[l(a]” where continuity (of syntax, ideas) is broken. 

l(a 

le 

af 

fa 

ll 

s) 

one 

l 

iness 

Combined together, fragmented lines and words ultimately provide 

meaning. The poem, composed of three words, simply reads: l (a leaf falls) 

                                                           
1
  from 73 Poems by E. E. Cummings, 1963.  
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oneliness, or "a leaf falls/loneliness." The last line is the longest albeit it is 

only part of a word probably signifying a heap of fallen leaves. Here 

Cummings conveys a visual message on the blank page with its vast 

emptiness.  

 In light of this interpretation, poetry is no longer a literary means to 

enjoy the beauty of the wor(l)d, but rather an approach required to confront 

the moral emptiness of the modern age. Deviation
1
 is employed to illustrate 

his visual imagination. In this ‘imagist’
2
 poem, perceptibly a powerful 

product of this imagination, he creates the image of a falling leaf, a lonely 

and fragile leaf oscillating between life and death. As such, it presupposes 

that the poet uses a concrete image to refer to the thing described as 

accurately as possible; so its form strongly imitates its content. Indeed, the 

image is exceptionally revealing. Cummings seeks innovation through 

unusual lines and letter placement. A line does not present a complete 

word. As such, short lines may contribute to the overall meaning of the 

poem: life is so short.  

 Cummings deconstructs language by dividing it into its smallest 

constituents, that is, into syllables or parts of words and into single letters. 

This is the literal breaking down of language. Besides, the ideogram 

mingles visual and auditory effects. In addition to the evocative form of the 

poem, there is a stress on the sounds “l” and “f” alluding to the rustling 

sound of the leaf and to the wretched condition of the speaker. So the poem 

appeals to the eye and the ear at once. The aural/ visual experience of a leaf 

falling in the fall of the year endows the poem with special effects. This 

may sadly suggest human loneliness and alienation. The “i” implies 

oneness, "oneliness", or probably individuality expressed through the 

singular indefinite article “a.” Each line contains one or a few letters and 

                                                           
1
 Deviation, used synonymously with deviance, is known in stylistic circles as the 

breaking of the norms of ordinary language or of conventions of (literary) writing. 

In poetry, deviation refers to what is different from poetic conventions in matter of 

spelling, punctuation, layout and typography for the sake of creativity or 

inventiveness.   
2
  Imagism is a style of poetry practised by a group of poets in England and 

America between 1909 and 1917; it makes use of free verse and the patterns and 

rhythms of common speech. An imagist poem presents an exact visual image to 

display its real meaning.  
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this may reflect the loneliness of the speaker, or more generally, of modern 

Man. The whole poem is amazingly formed like “1” announcing solitude, 

and perhaps more importantly, ‘wholeness.’ The text vertically flows down 

on the white page, lightly throwing pairs of single letters like a falling leaf 

down to the ground. The vertical and fragmentary nature of the poem, 

exposing some of Cummings’ technical innovations, reflects the 

movement, direction and speed of the leaf despite the presence of only one 

verb.  

2- Drawing Analogies between Cummings’ Two Arts: Mystery and 

Surprise 

This poem can be compared to the following painting by 

Cummings stressing both solitude and individualism through the solitary 

figure of the lonely tree.  Cummings, cited in Milton A. Cohen, says that 

his two arts or his “‘twin obsessions,’ as he called them” (67) “love each 

other dearly” (67). Cohen explains that “‘mutual love’ marked the 

modernist movement as a whole” (67). The melancholy caused by 

loneliness is reflected in the darkening colours of sunset, whereby obscurity 

promotes mystery. Indeed, this painting could be the poem’s 

accompaniment or vice versa. Contrast in the colours of the “stormy 

sunset” generates a feeling of surprise, but also of wonder. 

                                                                                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 1) Lone figure and tree in stormy sunset (Oil on Canvas) 

(From online sources) 
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The poetic images representing loneliness can also be put alongside 

the “(l)on (e)ly” dancer in the next tableau that similarly constitutes several 

possibilities for meaning.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 2) “Dancer, moon, tree,” oil on 

cardboard, 14 x 18 ½, 1946 (M-crayon) 

(From online sources) 

In contrast with the solitary dancer, there stands a tree or a woman 

dancing, a tempest nearing, all watched by the crescent, an incomplete 

moon. The used colours do not reflect beauty, but rather fogginess. The 

surrounding landscape looks like “a waste land” (Eliot): it is a dry land, so 

barren and so depressing. It evokes a pessimistic vision of the world. The 

tableau’s suggestiveness is itself expressive not only of loneliness, but also 

of doubt and loss in a desert or an infertile land signifying the sterile 

feelings of modern Man. As it outlines emptiness, the mystery of shadow 

adds to the mystifying content of the picture. The next poem (XLV) is what 

one might call a shaped poem, par excellence. 
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The poem looks like a pine tree with its needle-shaped leaves. The 

leaves symbolize the lines which are shortened at the top and at the bottom 

of the text. Its cones are words. Here mystery is revealed basically through 

the extravagant shape of the poem that can be considered both as a poem 
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and as a painting. In innovative ways, the poem acquires added meaning 

when presented not as a text but rather as an image that triggers the reader's 

perception and creates images in his/her mind. Although Cummings 

disrupts the fixed norms of poetry writing, meaning is reinforced by 

involving the reader in decoding this meaning. The reader has to supply 

punctuation and capitalization, and to join, separate or rearrange words to 

hold a total grasp of meaning. Looking for meaning in spite of the use of 

ellipsis and parataxis (or the juxtaposition of clauses or phrases without the 

use of conjunctions) is a creative process that elicits the reader to fill quite a 

lot of semantic gaps.  

 The message of the poem, if one combines the first and last lines 

both entailing single words “you” and “hide,” is charging the modern 

reader/ individual of escape from confrontation. It is a warning note for 

those who hibernate in the literal or symbolical winter only waiting and 

thinking behind “dir/ty glass” while being absent-minded looking through 

clean window panes whereby they stare at “murdering uncouth faces.” 

These unrefined passersby look like “walking deaths” in such a cold 

weather when even emotions are frozen. They actively and effectively hold 

“as/tonishing & spontaneous & difficult ugliness/ of themselves with a 

more incisive simplicity.” This statement is already put between quotation 

marks. It opens with “finality” and closes with “futility.” It seems that these 

are the two frontiers bordering human lives between two world wars, two 

deaths as though they were living dead.  Cummings’ use of the lowercase 

letter "i,” a stylistic innovation, is his subjective means of self-reference. 

This assures that his experimental spirit does not totally hide his lyricism. 

The “unmoving mind” of the street viewer stands in apparent paradox with 

the “hurrying brains” of the people passing by. It is the evocative power of 

synecdoche that contributes to the meaning of the poem as modern people 

are obsessed with thinking rather than feeling; and this is exactly what 

deepens their isolation and alienation from the self and the other. The 

paradoxicalities and complexities of the text find way in dissimilarity in 

line length. The used poetic diction puts forward the pessimistic tone of the 

poem with terms, such as, “sit dying,” “doomed,” and “loveless.” Besides, 

trees have metaphorically “black bod/ies” alluding to darkness and 

lifelessness.  
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 However, the half word “win” by the end of the second and twenty-

third lines invites the reader to think about triumph and to look for it 

despite all the personal failures and public defeats. Whereas the first 

syllable of the word “winter” encourages optimism, the complete word 

alludes to the frigidity of feelings and the coldness of human relations.  

Above all, “XLV” is a text that markedly differs not from texts by other 

poets, but rather from other poems by Cummings himself. Yet, it is not 

utterly anti-poetic.  

 Indeed, it is this very extravagance what makes new meaning 

possible albeit hinting at Man’s inability to face the challenges of modern 

times. Still, the challenge of making sense is countered by the mystery of 

his subtle poetry. Cummings uses a typewriter. He manages to organize 

spacing, punctuation, the length and shape of the lines to celebrate the 

poem’s visual appearance. He creates a new form of expression with this 

unusual poem that is strikingly puzzling and demanding, annoying and 

pleasing. It is a challenging experience. The poem is meant to defamiliarize 

and to reconceptualize the composition of poetry.  

These are the representative possibilities of language. This is how 

the linguistic and the visual mingle together to negate literal meanings and 

to illustrate hidden ones. More significantly, this mix can be a strategy to 

communicate meaning differently or to intensify it, to question established 

assumptions and conventions or to frame the reader’s subjective response 

to the potentially reframed text. Therefore, the reading process is not quite 

safe for there are surprises every now and then. This is evident in the next 

poem entitled “[ pity this busy monster, manunkind , ]”.  

3- Reasons behind Mystery 

The elusiveness of some words is caused by the inexplicability of 

the world and the indecipherability of people’s behavior:  

          [ pity this busy monster, manunkind , ] 

 

pity this busy monster, manunkind , 

         not. Progress is a comfortable disease: 

your victim(death and life safely beyond) 
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plays with the bigness of his littleness 

—electrons  deify one razorblade 

into a mountainrange ; lenses extend 

 

unwish through curving wherewhen till unwish 

returns on its unself . 

                                A world of made 

is not a world of born—pity poor flesh 

 

and trees,poor stars and stones,but never this 

fine specimen of hypermagical 

 

ultraomnipotence. We doctors know 

 

a hopeless case if—listen : there's a hell 

of a good universe next door; let's go   

                                                             

In this particular poem, Cummings defines progress using oxymoron. It is 

ironically “a comfortable disease”. The non-capitalized title is followed by 

a comma and written between brackets. It prepares us for what is coming in 

the poem’s body. Only some words are capitalized: “Progress”, “A” and 

“We”.  

 The first line of the fifth stanza, the only line which begins with a 

capital letter, starts in the middle of the page. Leaving space in the 

beginning of the line hints at the void where Man has fallen due to rapid 

technological developments. Equally suggestive in this sense is the variable 

number of lines in stanzas alternating between 1 and 4. What is so unusual 
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here is not the use of parentheses, hyphens, spaces or new coined words, 

like, “manunkind”, “unwish” and “ultraomnipotence” as if the poem were 

the outcome of a cluster of poetic licenses, but rather the emphasis on 

particular words and the excessive use of negations “not,” “never,” and, 

most particularly, the hyperbolic use of the negative prefix “un.” Modern 

Man has lost his wish, his ambition, his values, his dreams, his inner peace 

and the wholeness of his self in such a chaotic and complicated world. This 

is, obviously, a dark view of humanity as the speaker is desperate over 

Mankind still in search for meaning, identity and unity. This is also a 

satirical protest against what the speaker sees as the dehumanizing aspects 

in contemporary culture such as loss and annihilation. In brief, humans are 

transformed into self-denying “monsters” (to quote a key word in the text 

under study) spreading incurable social and psychological diseases and 

devoting their lives to false deities.  

 “Unself” is then a signifier. Its semantic effect can be condensed in 

the meaning of annihilating the self that is already alienated in the 

artificiality of modern times. This entails the tradition of negativity in 

modern poetry. The speaker is desperate over Mankind; and this is 

unquestionably a negative attitude toward what he calls “unworld” where 

death and life are paradoxically and ironically cast “safely beyond.” The 

rhyming effect is not entirely absent. The tone is not totally pessimistic for 

the last line brings a glimpse of hope in a better or an alternative world. 

Ironically, the alternative universe is also represented as “hell.”  

 As he tosses sentence fragments, the speaker asks the reader not to 

pity the “busy monster” or cruel humankind, but rather the natural 

elements, like, trees, stars and even stones because of the negative impact 

of the never-ending progress that renders Man an ugly and frightening 

creature. It is an open invitation to radically question the social breakdown 

and cultural decline that accompanied urbanization and technological 

advances. The repulsiveness of progress can be noticed on this portrait of a 

repulsive male face:   
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(Fig. 3) m-ink_on_paper 

(From online sources) 

The light colour in the background highlights the dark hair under 

the hat, the beard, the moustache and the thick black untidy eyebrows. The 

asymmetrical eyes draw attention to the mysterious cubist portrait. The 

mouth, from which appears a small stick, is lost within hair and gloom. The 

most visible part is the grotesque nose that is pictured as the center of 

ugliness in the face analyzed into its component level surfaces. The tie is 

also black indicating bleakness. All in all, no beauty is detected; no facial 

expression is portrayed.  

A similar irony is to be found in Cumming’s poem entitled 

“[anyone lived in a pretty how town]”. It involves the lack of identity in 

modern cities where anonymous people “anyone” are loved by “noone”; 

hence, when they die, nobody cares, nobody identifies with them for 

“everyone” undergoes one’s tedious life embedded in negativity and away 

from communication, belonging and sociability. In “[anyone lived in a 

pretty how town]”, Cummings uses irony and satire to reveal his cynicism 

toward the reality of American society. He writes ungrammatically, uses 

colloquial language and ruses with language. The incongruity of people in 

modern societies can be compared to the irregularity in Chaplin’s drawing. 

The drawing represents a caricature of the famous motion character whose 

exaggerated hands and feet are perceived from different perspectives. For 
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instance, the subject is depicted from varying distances so that the right foot 

is smaller than the left; the right arm is geometrically straight and larger 

than the left that is angled out. This is a hint to relativism.   

The unhappily smiling comedian’s posture is funny: the head is 

bowing left giving the impression that the hat is going to fall; the right hand 

holds a baton like that of an orchestra’s conductor; the left hand holds a 

rose. The right hand and the legs seem desperately moving while the left 

hand appears steady. Cohen depicts Chaplin’s “tragicomic nature in the 

rose and cane; the ingratiating, waifish smile in the subserviently bent head; 

and his nimble dexterity both in balancing the rose and in seeming to come 

toward the viewer with his top half while moving away with his bottom 

half”(61). Here eccentricity is used to ridicule the flapping comedian in a 

sort of a grim parody.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 4) Charlie Spencer Chaplin 

(From online sources) 
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4-Visual Poetry: The Literary and the Painterly in “The Sky Was”  

In the following poem (The Sky Was), Cummings describes the sky 

using colours “pink”, “yellow” (lemons) and “green” in boundless freedom. 

The strange incomplete title, wordplay, the unconventional punctuation and 

phrasing create the poem’s mystery and call for Freud’s theory of the 

unconscious as the visual patterns make Cummings’ highly personalized 

style unintelligible. 

  

The Sky Was 

the 

    sky 

          was 

can    dy    lu 

minous 

            edible 

spry 

        pinks shy 

lemons 

greens    coo    1 choc 

olate 

s. 

 

  un    der, 

  a    lo 

co 

mo 

      tive        s  pout 

                               ing 

                                     vi 

                                     o 

                                     lets 

 

http://hellopoetry.com/poem/1646/the-sky-was/
http://hellopoetry.com/poem/1646/the-sky-was/
http://hellopoetry.com/poem/1646/the-sky-was/
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 In a fragmentary and elliptical fashion, words are scattered all over 

the page. The visual effect is shocking and this immediately affects the way 

we read the poem.  

 In their ambiguity, lines are unexpectedly broken; horizontal and 

vertical spaces are used to indicate pauses and surprise over the sweet 

colours of the sky. The influence of the visual arts on Cummings is obvious 

for there is a sort of dialogue between poetry and painting. In this regard, 

Cohen emphasizes “how profoundly Cummings's visual imagination 

informed his poetry” (67). While the visual presentation of a poem is 

highlighted, the auditory dimension of poetry is ignored. The poet almost 

totally resists capitalization. One may realize the lone period in line 12 and 

the solo comma in line 13.  

 A close textual reading of the poem reveals that even indentations 

are suggestive. The astounding effect is inherent in the swaying letters. 

Cummings radically experiments with form, genre and style, punctuation, 

spelling and syntax. He abandons traditional techniques and structures to 

create a highly idiosyncratic means of poetic expression. The poem has first 

to be seen in its printed display for pictorial imagery. This is evident on the 

page. As the poem’s irregular shape shifts from form to formlessness, it 

looks like the outcome of a brainstorming or the result of stream of 

consciousness both reflecting the speaker’s inner state.  

 The persona attempts to represent the unconscious. It is for this 

reason that meaning remains unfixed, implausible and floating. Mixing 

“memory and desire”, to borrow T.S. Eliot’s words from “The Burial of 

The Dead”, the first part of The Waste Land, the sky is metaphorically 

“candy”, and so “edible” as Cummings says in this poem. Besides, and 

through the use of personification, the sky is also “spry” and “shy”. The 

same experimental choice of diction is present in the second stanza which 

stays “a heap of broken images” and words, to borrow Eliot’s words again 

from “The Burial of The Dead”, the first part of The Waste Land, 

apparently meaningless as violets emerge from under “a locomotive”. 

Conveniently, Edith A. Everson confirms: “At the heart of E. E. 

Cummings' most characteristic work is a keen sense of the mystery and 

miracle of life” (243).  
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 Textually and visually stimulating irregularities are provocative for 

they rise above any conventional poem. Like Symbolist poems (written in 

the late nineteenth century by a group of French poets who rejected realism 

and used symbols to signify ideas, depict instant sensations and discuss the 

mystery of existence), this poem (The Sky Was) is ambiguous and 

mysterious. But, it is also allusive, suggestive and evocative. The sky in the 

following tableau is also suggestive albeit enigmatic.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 5) m-/ watercolor 

(From online sources) 

Although it is a bright-lit painting, one might say that this tableau 

does not conceal vagueness. The sky beyond the mountains and over them 

is quite misty. Water colours are mixed to mystify the spectator and throw 

him/her into romantic contemplation. In this painting, one of Cummings’ 

abstract art pieces, one cannot distinguish the sky at all. In the following 

tableau, he adopts a cubist style, underlining difficulty and espousing a 

symbolic representation. The sky is totally obscured by irregular shapes and 

multiple colours. Henceforth, visual responsiveness is complicated and the 

viewer needs Cummings’ notes on the painting.  
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 In [anyone lived in a pretty how town], Cummings uses irony and 

satire to reveal his cynicism toward the reality of American society. He 

writes ungrammatically, uses the colloquial, and plays with language. He 

says: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 6) Noise Number 1, 1919, 

Oil on canvas. (From online sources) 

 This tableau is called “Noise.” It offers a moment of retreat that is 

necessary for another form of art to emerge, namely, music, most likely, 

jazz. Cummings adopts a cubist style in which objects are analyzed, broken 

up and reassembled in an abstracted form. He is particularly influenced by 

Pablo Picasso. In this regard, Rushworth M. Kidder states: “Not unlike 

Picasso, Cummings chose to put aside the easier course of ‘realism’ for the 

demands of the ‘abstract.’ The year before he had described himself to his 

father as one ‘Who builds misrepresentative unrepresentations of traffic, 

bridges, green-haired females’” (267). This painting juxtaposes opposites 

and explores Cubism and Expressionism.  

 It is painted in three-dimensional angles and geometrical shapes 

like triangles and lozenges allowing a multi-perspectivist viewing of the 

tableau and alluding to relativism. Things could be seen otherwise. Guided 

by this reading, life could be lived in a different way. In this abstract work, 

the viewer does not need only knowledge about modernist painting, but 

rather an idea about Freud’s psychoanalysis to grasp the puzzling design 

and the various colours. In other words, the viewer has to recognize the 

importance of the unconscious mental activity of the artist who may be 

defiantly revolting against something or mocking conformity in life/ art, or 
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just highlighting irony, or simply in a process of self-discovery. Indeed, this 

tableau, with its dismal outlook, probably reflects the painter’s and the 

viewer’s inner conflicts, and above all frustration.  

4.1.  Imagery of Nature and Physicality of the Poem  

The poem “r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r”, exhibiting unusual text 

alignments and word order, daringly imitates the random movements of a 

grasshopper and deconstructs conventional verse form. In this regard, one 

can quote Richard S. Kennedy who mockingly blames Cummings’ printer 

in such poems. He says: “It is likely that the printer was responsible” (178). 

So much concerned with form, Cummings goes into rhapsodies over the 

poem as he prints:  

                                     r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r 

                           who 

  a)s w(e loo)k 

  upnowgath 

                       PPEGORHRASS 

                                                       eringint(o- 

  aThe):l 

               eA 

                    !p: 

S                                                                        a 

                                      (r 

  rIvInG                              .gRrEaPsPhOs) 

                                                                         to 

  rea(be)rran(com)gi(e)ngly 

  ,grasshopper;  

The poem is incomprehensible and confusing at first sight due to 

the semantic and syntactic puzzles and spatial arrangements translating the 
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zigzag course of the insect; but later, one realizes that it reads: grasshopper/ 

who/ as we look/ now upgathering into himself/ leaps/ arriving/ to become/ 

rearrangingly/ grasshopper.  

 The loose verbal geometry is finally understood as the reader is 

compelled to “rearrange” words and to decipher the meaning behind the use 

of parentheses and hyphens. The labyrinthine movement of the poem is 

illustrated in this paper. Indentation from the left is arbitrary. The reader 

sees the words in a new order. The poem is fragmented and chaotic like the 

modern world, and the search for meaning in such a meaningless world is 

quite difficult. Critic Everson infers that such “violent attack upon 

language, ideas, and forms is a body of work which offers much superb 

poetry abounding in fresh ideas and exciting new techniques” (254).  

 “r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-r,” or “grasshopper,” is a poem about a 

jumping insect that makes a sharp chirping noise. Cummings presents the 

lively “grasshopper” through a visual scattering of words and letters. Each 

line in the poem represents a leap of the grasshopper. The word 

“grasshopper” occurs four times in the poem. In the first three times, one 

cannot distinguish what is being said. The seemingly random word spacing, 

the annoying punctuation, alternating lowercase and capital letters, line 

divisions and odd grammar embody the insect’s cheerful flight and 

problematize the representation of reality. The middle of the poem 

linguistically mapping the restless wanderings of the grasshopper are 

reformulated by some viewers in geometrical patterns trying to draw an 

illusory picture of the playful creature. This adds a further level of 

complexity for it foregrounds another distinctive feature of the text, that is, 

its three-dimensionality. 
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Here, and owing to complexity, oddity and the absurdity of 

technical display, one cannot be certain whether this textual landscape or 

visual image is a poem, a painting or both. It is difficult to grasp the 

shaping idea of the “text.” Cummings champions the experimental, the 

technical, the innovative and the radical in art. This may reflect the sense of 

crisis in an era of technological advances. However, it suggests renewal and 

foregrounds the potential of alternative textualities. The same sense can be 

discerned through the following drawing that seems like a page covered in 

doodles. Here the shading challenges the observer’s expectations as s/he is 

lost in dimness and hesitation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 7) Abstraction on check blank (pencil on paper) 1920s 

(From online sources) 

Conclusion 

It seems then that for Cummings there exists no division between 

writing poetry and painting. He blurs the lines between poetry and painting. 

It is precisely for this reason that this paper draws intertwined parallels 

between these two arts. Indeed, the interaction or interconnectedness 

between them cannot be denied. Thanks to defamiliarizing strategies 

developed in his poetic and artistic works, the ordinary is made unusual, 

but with great freshness, newness and immediacy, inviting viewers to 

interrogate the mysteriousness of his works and to see the world differently. 

In all that, poetry, simply, becomes a visual art. It does not fail the painter’s 

eye. Yet still, 
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“Shavian Pygmalionism: A Psycholinguistic Self-Refashioning” 

Houda Kefi, University of Jendouba 

***** 

Introduction 

Though deep-rooted in Greek mythology, the figure of Pygmalion 

has survived oblivion due to the countless rewritings of the myth. These 

multiple literary revisions of the sculptor and his creation range from 

Ovid’s erotic Roman version to Shaw’s twentieth century Shavian 

reading. These rewritings – though controversial and not necessarily 

yielding to Ovid’s telling – allowed the myth to remain unaffected by the 

fading nature of time. In an effort to document history, Ovid’s classic 

explores transformations in Greek and Roman mythology. The Ovidian 

version recalls the myth of Pygmalion, a Cypriot sculptor who grew 

dissatisfied with the morality of the women of his time. Thus, he resorted 

to his talent to sculpt a statue of the object of his desire. The statue seemed 

exceptionally authentic that Pygmalion fell in love with it/her. With the 

aid of Aphrodite, the Greek Goddess of love, pleasure and fertility, the 

statue was brought to life and ivory turned into flesh. 

Bernard Shaw’s version, on the other hand, departs from the original 

tale and alters the myth’s whole structure to fit its own Shavian agenda.  

The play aims at exposing the falsehood of the Victorian/Edwardian 

society. Shaw relied on Henry Higgins, a professor of phonetics, to 

transform a Cockney flower girl, Eliza Doolittle, to pass for a Duchess at 

the ambassador's garden party. Higgins carved Eliza linguistically. 

However, this transformation is more problematic as it delves into the 

complexities of selfhood. 

 As opposed to the convention of authorial transparency, Shaw 

foregrounds role-playing, enigmas and complexity as part of a 

demystifying process.  The playwright endows the characters with a sense 

of autonomy which problematized their personal and collective 

experiences. In Pygmalion, he relies on Eliza’s self-reinvention mediated 

through language to emphasize the role of the ‘new speech’; he genuinely 

believed that change resides not in transforming the physical world but 
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rather altering language and discourse ergo ideology. His argument 

delineates Eliza’s descent into selfhood dictated by psycholinguistic 

methods. This interdisplinary approach finds plausibility in the process of 

crossing the boundaries of the self, triggered by social and linguistic 

barriers.  

1. Myth vs. Reality 

  Albeit its intricacy, it is imperative, however, to consider that Ovid’s 

telling subscribes to  art’s potential to transform hi(s)tory; which is equally 

echoed in the Shavian belief that art is didactic. Shaw ardently declares in 

the preface that Pygmalion “is so intensely and deliberately didactic, and its 

subject is esteemed so dry, that I delight in throwing it at the heads of the 

wiseacres who repeat the parrot cry that art should never be didactic” (6-7).  

To further accentuate this outlook of art, Ovid and Shaw sought refuge in 

the idea that reality, by all means, is reflected through the creative urge 

from which it acquires vigor and plausibility in return. It is the extrinsic 

moral value of art that reshapes reality.  

Blurring the lines between art and reality, Ovid praises and elevates 

the status of art that seems perfectly vivid to the extent that it is assimilated 

to life: 

His masterwork   

Fired him with love. It seemed to be alive, 

It’s face to be a real girl’s, a girl 

Who wished to move – but modesty forbade. 

Such art his art concealed. In admiration 

His heart desired the body he had formed. 

With many a touch he tries it – is it flesh 

Or Ivory? Not ivory still, he’s sure!”  

(Geoffrey Miles 298- 308) 

The carved statue looks exceptionally real that even Pygmalion 

seemed to be puzzled by its indescribable detailed beauty. The question 

remains whether he fell in love with the woman or his own artistic skill, the 
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idea of his creation. The exploration of this query would be deferred to the 

following element as part of inquiring the validity of the myth while testing 

the concept of representation and misrepresentation which engages in a 

narcissistic understanding of the creator/creation relationship.  

Accounting for the process of transformation,  Miles declares that 

“Pygmalion’s ‘marvellous triumphant artistry’ counterfeits reality so well 

that it could be mistaken  for it… and in the end is transformed into reality” 

(333). While Pygmalion, the artist, carves his statue into life, Higgins 

linguistically sculptures Eliza into a Duchess. Moreover, Ovid’s 

transformation is less problematic in the sense that it required the 

intervention of Aphrodite the goddess to enable the process; whereas Shaw 

had to fetch these exterior factors elsewhere in order to make the 

recounting of the myth more adequate.  Language and phonetics therefore 

replace the superior powers of the goddess, for Shaw reckons that a ‘new 

speech’ is required to disparage false ideals and forge ahead a path for 

change. Shaw firmly believes that language is the vehicle of ideology. The 

Shavian project of a ‘new speech’ opts for obliterating the current ideology 

through revolutionizing the act of speech itself. Pygmalion is an attempt to 

dramatize and enact this project.  

2.  The Creation and the Creator: Love vs. Narcissism 

Most problematic is perhaps the enactment of the Shavian theme 

within Ovid’s classic version. Shaw’s telling, keeps some of the Ovidian 

elements intact. Nevertheless, as a Shavian adaptation aiming at subverting 

the status quo, it departs from the original myth to open a space for its own 

linguistic reconfiguration. Believing in linguistic adjustments, the 

playwright literally reshapes the English letters phonetically speaking 

through providing a meticulous description of his visionary Shavian 

alphabet. This perception springs from his need to optimize, economize and 

revolutionize the act of speech. 

From cover to cover, Pygmalion devotes itself to reinforce linguistic 

adjustments through the display of Eliza Doolittle’s journey from 

marginality to the top of the social ladder. Furthermore, Shaw chooses to 

name his Galatea which is completely disregarded by Ovid. At first, Ovid 

names the statue “it” (Miles 346) and after metamorphosis “it” becomes 

“she” (Miles 348), even the name Galatea was introduced in later versions 
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other than Ovid’s. The myth’s neglect to identify Galatea is seen as 

misrepresentation, especially by feminists, since it prioritizes the status of 

‘the creator’ at the expense of ‘the creation’. The sculptor‘s surge to carve 

the statue springs from his realization and dissatisfaction with women of 

his time, hence, the need is purely self-centered. 

Central to the study of Shaw’s own representation of the myth is the 

discussion of the creator/creation relationship. The question remains 

whether Pygmalion is genuinely in love with the woman or with his own 

artistic skill. Accordingly, Bonnie Roos comes to the realization that it is 

“important to consider, however …that Pygmalion is not so much in love 

with the statute as he is with his own performance and artistry” (98). 

Pygmalion’s love is utterly narcissistic and the woman’s character and 

persona are simply erased in male presence, which is correspondingly 

echoed in Higgins’ address of Eliza with a demeaning tone. He cannot look 

at her beyond the idea of a project. He proceeds as follows: 

HIGGINS [tempted, looking at her] it’s almost irresistible. She’s so 

deliciously low – so horribly dirty –  

LIZA [protesting extremely] Ah-ah-ah-ah-ow-ow-oo-oo!!! I ain’t 

dirty: I washed my face and hands afore I come, I did. 

PICKERING. You’re certainly not going to turn her head with 

flattery, Higgins. 

MRS PEARCE [uneasy] oh, dont say that, sir: there’s more ways 

than one of turning a girl’s head; and nobody can do it better than 

Mr Higgins, though he may not always mean it. I do hope, sir, you 

wont encourage him to anything foolish 

HIGGINS [becoming excited as the idea grows on him] what is life 

but a series of inspired follies? The difficulty is to find them to do. 

Never lose a chance: it doesn’t come everyday. I shall make a 

duchess of this draggletailed guttersnipe. (Pygmalion 29)  

However, Shaw’s reaction to Higgins’s behavior differs from Ovid’s 

response: he only allows it in the attempt to subvert it through enabling 

Eliza’s self-creation.  
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Meanwhile, Ovid’s treatment contains no verbal abuse since it 

mainly projects submission: “…and shyly raised her eyes to his and saw the 

world and him” (qtd. in Miles 348). In this sense, the Ovidian telling 

alludes that “Pygmalion’s statue becomes a perfect recipient of his desires 

and a mirror reflection of himself” (Roos 98). It is unquestionably deduced 

that there is something narcissistic about the way in which Pygmalion – as 

well as Higgins – “fell in love with his creation” (Christopher Innes qtd. in 

Jane O’Sullivan 141). Again this subject of narcissism is treated differently 

according to temporal and spatial occurrences. While narcissism is 

celebrated and met with obedience in the classical tradition, it is 

enthusiastically shunned in Shaw’s play. The play is devoid of any 

mechanical submission. Shaw endows Eliza with a sense of autonomy that 

enables her to eventually defy Higgins and leave him. After 

metamorphosis, Eliza gains control over her fate and ruptures the 

creator/creation bond, which has enabled her to shift from a peripheral 

stand into forcing a new identification. 

The Shavian reading clears a space for female presence. Shaw grants 

Eliza a self-creation task that is misunderstood as Higgins’ invention or 

construction.  While Higgins is preoccupied by carving linguistic skills on 

Eliza as part of her transformation, she has been conceiving by her will, a 

sense of selfhood that would permit her to resist Higgins dominance. Her 

choice to eventually marry Freddy rather than remaining with Higgins 

opens room for her new self to flourish. This bestows upon her a potency to 

lead her own future. By firmly announcing “I wouldn’t marry you if you 

asked me” (Pygmalion 101), she has learnt the art of resisting 

marginalization and insisting on her right to be a voice, and not an echo.  

Though obscene, Higgins offers Eliza privileges in an attempt to 

persuade her to remain with him despite the fact that he was unwilling to 

admit his passion for her. He perceives Eliza as his creation and property 

rather than a woman worthy of his affections. Seeking the recognition of 

their existence, both Shaw and Eliza decide to eschew the privileged point. 

By abandoning Higgins, the romantic element of the play is interrupted.  

Romance remains unfulfilled. Yet, Shaw’s interest is not directed towards a 

happy ending but rather towards a process of destabilizing the centre. It is 

in this sense that Eliza establishes herself as the Shavian New Woman, 

governed mainly by free will. That particular ending enables Shaw’s 
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feminist views to be voiced. The closing act makes Shaw’s treatment of the 

myth different. He states “It’s Eliza’s instinct [that] tells her not to marry 

Higgins” (Pygmalion 108) granting freedom to his characters to lead the 

story. 

More importantly, Shaw induces a two-layer criticism. At a first 

glance, he goes against British society utilizing Higgins as a means of 

defiance. He acknowledges that the best reformer that England could hope 

for is a phonetician. At a deeper level, Shaw criticizes Higgins himself for 

he is, without a doubt, an egomaniac and a reflection of the middle-class 

morality though in reverse.  He uses language in his very peculiar way to 

think that he has the right to do anything including mistreating Eliza and 

considering her as an object to supplement his ego. As a matter of fact, Mrs 

Higgins accuses him of treating her like “a live doll” (Pygmalion 65). This 

is highly significant. 

Shaw, on the other hand, uses language as his weapon, especially, by 

affirming linguistic reconfiguration that reveals language’s complex 

structure. Shaw evades the over-simplified conception of language where it 

is regarded only as a tool of communication. He considers language as the 

predominant element that governs the cognitive configurations of the Self. 

3. Language and Complexities: Empowerment vs. Alienation 

 By virtue of her newly established self-identification, Eliza 

experiences a dual stand of both empowerment and alienation as she is 

adapting to this new ‘self’ after embracing the ‘other’ in her. Her 

adaptability is problematic in the same manner that language is. As she is 

trying to adjust to her new world, she finds herself handicapped by her 

newly acquired capacities and in times of despair, she expresses nostalgic 

feelings as she discreetly desires “Oh! If I only go back to my flower 

basket” (Pygmalion 101). 

 In a similar vein, the subject is invaded with a sense of newness that 

has no pervious authority over it. The first phase should be illustrated as a 

struggle since the subject builds up an effort to familiarize itself with these 

capacities as well as limits of the new body. The paradoxical nature of 

linguistic transformation mirrors Shaw’s belief of embracing contradictions 

which eventually conducts to self-determination. Accordingly, Eliza has to 

learn how to embrace this duality within herself in projection of Shaw’s 
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aspiration for a both/and, instead of, either/or reasoning. This 

indeterminacy appeals to some critics and urges them to analyze the play 

from different perspectives. Derrida’s “deconstruction”- highlighted by 

unearthing the resident contradictions and subversions within a text or an 

ideology – finds common ground with the Shavian thought once again. 

 Though deemed by critics as ‘unpsychological’, the play could not 

resist but prove otherwise. “Pygmalion,” asserts Jean Reynolds, “is a 

notable example of Freudian criticism” (1999 11). Abiding by such 

assertion, a psychological study becomes, thus, plausible. The playwright’s 

constant endeavour to identify his work with Shavian psychology 

contributes to an adequate study. According to Reynolds, Freud visualizes 

psychoanalysis as a “talking cure” (27); this visualization is consistent with 

Higgins’s method of changing Eliza. She finds cure to her indigent 

existence through talking to Higgins in his laboratory.  

Higgins’s methods – divided into listening to Eliza talking and 

analyzing her utterances – are similar to Freud sessions with his patients. 

His methods seem novel while he is presenting them to Colonel Pickering, 

“I’ll show you how I make records. We’ll set her talking: and I’ll take it 

down first in Bell’s visible speech; then in broad Romic; and then we’ll get 

her on the phonograph so that you can turn her on as often as you like with 

the written transcript before you” (Pygmalion 25). Pickering is another 

speech expert. He identifies himself in the first act as a “student of Indian 

dialects” (18). He is intrigued by Higgins’ project as well as methods. 

However, he is less egocentric than Higgins. 

Most important, Shaw is not concerned with revisiting childhood and 

discussing sexuality in the Freudian sense, his interest is purely linguistic. 

Freud himself had a preoccupation with language and its role in projecting 

and revealing the unconscious. Similarly, Jacques Lacan, Derrida and 

James Hillman magnify the role of language in therapy and highlight its 

healing qualities. Reynolds in her article “The Talking Cure,” clarifies that 

“the therapeutic process must necessarily involve curing a patient’s 

language” (28). Set on a healing path, Eliza must undergo the therapeutic 

process of the talking cure.  

In his Healing Fiction, Hillman argues that therapy reflects the 

patient’s resolve to find a new story. This process is fraught with unease 
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simply because the loss of an old story and the regaining of a new one 

entails agony. This explains Eliza’s mixed feelings. After fulfilling 

Higgins’s bet of making belief that she is a duchess at the Ambassador’s 

garden party, Eliza is left in bewilderment vis-à-vis her transition. In light 

of a psychoanalytical reading, the transitory process of Eliza is divided into 

what Freud calls “transference,” “unconscious” and “analysis.”  

Psychotherapist Adam Phillips puts it in this way: “transference is actually 

an attempt to resolve the “problem of identification” – the yearning to 

break away from the familiar and conventional selves” (Reynolds, “The 

Talking Cure” 29). Eliza has willingly expressed her desire to undergo a 

‘becoming’ when she asserts “I’m coming to have lessons, I am. And to 

pay for em tə-oo: make no mistake” (Pygmalion 26). Showing up at 

Higgins’s House and asking him to transform her in exchange for money 

reflect her determination to obliterate her old self. 

The Phase of “analysis” is marked by the presence of “the strange 

self alien to the ego “(Reynolds 29). Eliza has been aware of this ‘other’ in 

her long time before she encounters Higgins: “I have done this fifty times – 

hundreds of times – in my…day-dreams. I am in a dream now” (Pygmalion 

70).  In order to outline the talking cure, Freud postulates that the purpose 

behind analysis consists of merging the unconscious into consciousness 

through the transference process. This Process is consistent with Lacan’s 

‘The Symbolic’ which is considered as the realm of alterity.  Lacan 

maintains that the unconscious has two dimensions; first, it symbolizes a 

“discourse of the other”, and second, it is “structured like a Language” (qtd. 

in Reynolds, “The Talking Cure” 30) in terms of complexity. Higgins has 

enabled Eliza to face the other as her old self has been obliterated and 

replaced with a new one. 

By acknowledging “I am a child in your country. I have forgotten my 

own language, and can speak nothing but yours” (Pygmalion 96), Eliza 

displays what Lacan illustrates as the mirroring process. The child when he 

sees his reflection in a mirror becomes aware of his self-reflection, which 

causes a split. Eliza experiences this split as she becomes conscious of her 

loss. Accordingly, Judith Butler proclaims that “the subject looses itself to 

tell the story of itself” (qtd. in Reynolds, “The Talking Cure” 31). In 

accordance with this finding, Eliza undergoes an alienation that 

accompanies the self-recreation stage. In fact, Lacan describes this mirror 
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stage as the creation of a gap between experience and meaning and the 

intensification of the split by means of becoming eloquent (Reynolds, “The 

Talking Cure” 33). As Eliza faces simultaneously a healing and a 

destructive process, it comes to the mind that the role of language is never 

to be underestimated. It has the power to create and to destroy, which is 

analogous to that of evolution.  

Similarly, Higgins undergoes his own ‘talking cure’. Freud maintains 

that both the patient and the analyst encounter transformation in the 

process. But, Higgins’s transition is implicit and less dramatic than Eliza’s. 

He confesses towards the end “I have learnt something from your idiotic 

notions: I confess that humbly and gratefully. And I have grown 

accustomed to your voice and appearance. I like them, rather” (Pygmalion 

100). The primordial character of Higgins that the reader is acquainted with 

at the beginning of the play shows neither gratitude nor humility; besides, 

he has no regard but for himself not to mention attachment to another 

human being. From this stand, Eliza and Higgins have shared a process of 

recreation and counter-recreation or what Freud calls ‘transference’ and 

‘countertransference’. 

Conclusion 

Shaw roots his writings in the particularity of his own experiences. 

Pursuing a space of his own, he strives to nullify social constraints. Shavian 

Pygmalionism becomes thus associated with a linguistic self-refashioning 

quest. It is a self-overcoming task that envisages a refashioning of one’s 

self in the tradition of Nietzschean ‘will-to-power’. “The structure of 

language,” clarifies Spinks, “underlines [Nietzsche’s] conviction that our 

perception of the world is dependent upon the linguistic division between 

different forms of life” (134). The performative characteristic of language 

reinforces the cross-linguistic discourse that transforms Eliza and enables 

her newly established self. Through insisting upon linguistic adjustments, 

Shaw opts for new beginnings and different realities. In the attempt to 

activate such quest, Shaw puts into display Nietzsche’s urge to revise the 

traditional dualities and examine them from a different field of perception. 

Man shall not fear his inner complexities and contradictions, but rather he 

should embrace them and explore all possibilities of life.  
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 “Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Fifth Book of Peace (2004): 

Interdisciplinarity must not be Disciplined” 

Zeineb Derbali, University of Kairouan 

***** 

Introduction 

Interdisciplinarity is the dissolution of disciplinary “borderlands”; it 

undoes the rigid classifying borders between disciplines and brings them 

together to collaborate in the creation of a common product.  Moran defines 

interdisciplinarity “as any form of dialogue or interaction between two or 

more disciplines” (16). He adds that  “it can suggest forging connections 

across the different disciplines; but it can also mean establishing a kind of 

undisciplined space in the interstices between disciplines, or even 

attempting to transcend disciplinary boundaries altogether” ( 15). When an 

interdisciplinary practice dissolves the boundary between disciplines, it  

helps in the creation of something new which is after all the outcome of  

“the interaction among two or more disciplines” that “may range from 

simple communication of ideas to the mutual integration of organizing 

[disciplinary] concepts, methodology, procedures, epistemology, 

terminology, [and] data” as stated in the seminal report entitled, 

Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching and Research in Universities, 

issued in 1972 by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), a subdivision of the United Nations Education, 

Social, and Cultural Organization.  

As it is stated in the two quotations mentioned above, 

interdisciplinariness is not the mere juxtaposition of two or more 

disciplines that have singular insights on a certain issue. It is rather the use 

of procedure and techniques idiosyncratically related to one discipline in 

the exploration or investigation of a certain issue to reach determined 

objectives or explore forgotten or ignored areas of studies and so achieve a 

sort of communication between different disciplines. The purpose of this 

paper is to delineate interdisciplinary aspects in Maxine Hong Kingston’s 
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Fifth Book of Peace (2004). Kingston, a Chinese-American woman writer, 

crosses the rigid dividing disciplinary borders to create a new book where 

the fields of mythology, fiction, history, religion and journalistic factual 

type of writing are integrated to create The Fifth Book of Peace which can, 

if viewed in the light of Moran’s first quotation, be a suitable illustration of 

creating an “undisciplined space” which cradles the genesis of a new book 

that because of its now inherent interdisciplinarity resists categorization 

among a definite genre and yet shows a sense of unity. 

Much of the writing about interdisciplinarity reveals a concern with 

interdisciplinary practice in the field of research. Currently, an 

interdisciplinary approach is in vogue. Researchers show that the rigid 

categorizations of disciplines may hinder novelty. In this respect, the focus 

is on interdisciplinarity’s pragmatic value. Interdisciplinarity can be a tool 

of scientific investigation or research. The Fifth book of Peace (2004) by 

Maxine Hong Kingston, a Chinese-American female writer, evinces that 

the use of interdisciplinarity can be constructive of a new literary product. 

Kingston uses more than one discipline to write a book of peace and 

achieve peace at individual as well as collective levels. She has the idea of 

writing this book after losing the one she was writing and her house in the 

fire that blew over Oakland Hills in 1991. In that period of time she needed 

peace for herself. The devastating impact of the fire brought to her mind 

tragic scenes of the war in Iraq. She states, “I know why this fire. God is 

showing us Iraq. It is wrong to kill and refuse to look at what we’ve done” 

(The Fifth Book of Peace 13). She felt a communal or rather a universal 

need for peace and she wanted to achieve it. 

Blending different disciplines that vary from mythology to literature 

to psychoanalysis, Kingston aims to investigate the theme of peace even in 

the midst of war and ponder the ways through which it could be achieved. 

She employs the technique of storytelling in the different chapters of her 

book. This orients the direction of the present paper toward valuing 

storytelling as the common ground where these disciplines could possibly 

have a ‘peaceful’ and unconflictual meeting. The idea of telling a story and 

varying the literary foci of plot, setting, theme, characters and type (factual, 

fictional or mythic types) pulls the book’s four chapters together and makes 

a case for a new product with multi-generic traces that result from the use 

of different disciplines. The fusion or interaction of disciplines using 
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storytelling as a basic technique is what accounts for investigating a 

possibility of disciplining interdisciplinarity as narratology and evaluate its 

validity.  

The aim of this paper is to show that Kingston’s use of 

autobiography, storytelling and testimonies can intersect with the use of 

fiction, mythology and psychoanalysis along with some Buddhist rites, like 

meditation. This helps creating a new product which is a manual of peace. 

The paper is divided into three parts. The first part revisits the ways 

interdisciplinarians define interdisciplinarity. The second part accounts for 

narratology and its relevance to the study of experiential sciences. The third 

part investigates Kingston’s constructive use of interdisciplinarity, which I 

view, in this respect, as a new trend albeit under re-appropriation. 

1-Defining Inter/disciplinarity 

There are diverse accounts of interdisciplinarity and how it can be 

employed in the field of research. Proponents of interdisciplinarity account 

for the use of more than one discipline by “the need to solve a given 

problem using borrowed theories, concepts or methods” (Lattuca 3). They 

cross the borders of disciplines motivated by the insightful contributions 

that varying disciplinary perspectives would offer. Advocates of trespassing 

rigid disciplinary borders display two forms of interdisciplinarity: 

instrumental and conceptual. Salter and Hearn (1996) define 

interdisciplinarity as follows:  

Instrumental interdisciplinarity as a pragmatic approach 

that focuses on interdisciplinarity as a problem-solving 

activity and does not seek fusion of different perspectives. 

Conceptual interdisciplinarity emphasizes the synthesis of 

knowledge, a theoretical primarily epistemological 

enterprise involving internal coherence, the development of 

new conceptual categories, methodological unification, and 

long-term research and exploration. (Ibid 10) 

While the first account stresses the pragmatic aspect of interdisciplinarity, 

the second focuses on the theoretical aspect of interdisciplinary practice.  

Later interdisciplinarians distinguish between two orientations in 

employing interdisciplinarity: the first one is referred to as ‘integration’ and 
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the second orientation is known as ‘generalization.’ Therefore, those who 

are for pro-integration are called integrationists; while those who are for 

pro-generalization are called generalists. Generalist Joe Moran views 

interdisciplinarity as “any dialogue or interaction between two or more 

disciplines” (15-6); while integrationists, as Julie Thompson Klein and 

William H. Newell, stress the integration of disciplines with the purpose of 

developing an interdisciplinary theory-based research process” (qtd. in 

Repko 2). Integrationists also stress the pragmatic aspect of 

interdisciplinarity as a process of solving a problem. 

Integrationists are primarily interested in the process and product of 

research     (Repko 3). To achieve an interdisciplinary process that would 

lead to a new product, a common ground has to be created. Repko points 

out that this prerequisite of commonality is primordial for the integration of 

disciplines (4). Creating a common ground is the first step in assuaging the 

conflictual encounter between disparate disciplines. Each discipline has 

delineating rules that would make its encounter with other disciplines a 

conflictual one. Hurber and Morreale state that “each discipline has its own 

intellectual history, agreements, and disputes about subject matter and 

methods […] [its] community of scholars interested in teaching and 

learning in that field” (qtd. in Lattuca 4). An interdisciplinary approach 

attempts to harmonize disciplines’ diverse perspectives, world views, 

methods and tools. An interdisciplinary approach is only possible when  

knowledge and modes of thinking drawn from two or more 

disciplines [are integrated] to produce a cognitive 

advancement- for example, explaining a phenomenon, 

solving a problem, creating a product or raising a new 

question- in ways that would have been unlikely through 

single disciplinary means” (Mansilla qtd. in Repko 4).  

Thus, disciplinary approaches could be connected or even fused so as to 

reach significant findings, which could not be obtained otherwise. 

Practicing interdisciplinarity offers wider perspectives on a subject 

matter and varies the methods of investigation. Moran is careful to point 

out that interdisciplinarity can “create a slippery undisciplined space where 

the possibility of transcending disciplinary boundaries seems possible” 

(15). He stresses that suggesting the opposite would lead to the idea of 



Zeineb Derbali 

 

174 
 

treating interdisciplinarity as a discipline, which he does not deem possible. 

It is in response to this very idea of disciplining interdisciplinarity that I 

assure the relevance of storytelling to narratology in a first step and try to 

experiment with the possibility of disciplining  interdisciplinarity as 

narratology in a second step.  

It is worthy to point out that the idea of integrating disciplines is 

conditioned by creating a common ground in order to lessen the conflict 

between disciplines. It is equally significant to mention the idea of relating 

interdisciplinary practice or approach to that of creating a new literary 

product. I will use this idea to support my contention that interdisciplinarity 

can lead to the establishment of new disciplines, which are not related only 

to scientific research. In fact, Kingston’s book offers a case where 

interdisciplinarity can be practiced by an individual writer, not necessarily a 

team of researchers, and aims at perceiving a specific topic from different 

perspectives. Significant as well is the fact of relating interdisciplinarity 

with its composite nature to the field of literature. I should also stress the 

fact that the complexity of one topic and its expansive or abstract aspects 

account for its use in creating something new. This is meant to answer back 

the opponents of interdisciplinarity. 

The idea of using various disciplines to create a new product is 

displayed in Barthes’ following quotation: 

Interdisciplinary studies (…) do not merely comfort 

already constituted disciplines (…) it is not enough to take 

a ‘subject’ (theme) and arrange two or three sciences 

around it. Interdisciplinary study consists in creating a new 

object, which belongs to no one. The Text, is, I believe, one 

such object. (qtd. in Moran 85) 

Barthes singles out “the Text” as being the new product expected to 

emanate as a result of interdisciplinary understanding. Moran clarifies that 

“narrative is as broadly defined as Barthes’ notion of the “Text” (86), a text 

which does not belong to a specific discipline. It is this notion of “Text” 

that directs my thinking toward narratology. I find support of my claim in 

Moran’s idea that narratives seep into everyday life as he clarifies in the 

following quotation: “narratology can be applied to film, television and 

other forms of mass media, as well as aspects of everyday life. When we 
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tell a joke, gossip or follow some daily routine, we are narrating our and 

other people’s lives” (Ibid). It is basically on this prevalence of narratives 

and their expansive aspect that I test the validity of my contention that 

narratology is interdisciplinary, par excellence. At this stage of analysis, I 

find it compulsory to gloss over the use of narratology in various sciences 

so as to pave the way for my investigating Kingston’s book.  

2- Narratology and Sciences 

 Norbert Meuter displays insightful findings about the use of 

narratology in various disciplines and highlights various aspects of 

narration. Meuter spots narration in literature, which is actually its original 

field of study. Narratology started as a study of literary texts.  Different 

literary representations, which are classified according to their genres, are 

based on narratives. Meuter excludes interpretation and historical 

contextualization from literary texts though he admits that it is in these two 

disciplines that “we find the first fundamental theoretical discussions of the 

concept of narrativity” (243). He adds that: 

further important impulses have come from psychology, 

philosophy, and the philosophy of sciences. Even beyond 

these disciplines, we not only find narrative objects which 

are to a large extent unspecified, but also explicit content 

and methodology-oriented discussions of narrative in 

sociology, pedagogy, ethics, psychoanalysis, art, and art 

history as well as law studies. (Mitchell ed.1981; Polking 

horne 1988; Nash ed.1990; Muller Funk 2002 qtd. in 

Meuter 243) 

This quotation supports the idea that narratology reaches beyond 

disciplinary boundaries.   

In Handbook of Narratology, Peter Hűhn and other editors 

delineate the use of narratology in sciences proving that experiential 

sciences use narratology and tell stories that differ from literary stories. By 

‘literary’, I refer to Aristotle’s definition of a narrative. My reference to 

Aristotle gains momentum from his being the source of western 

philosophy. For Aristotle, “a narrative is constituted by establishing a 

meaningful, cohesive, probable and possibly even necessary order out of 

dissonant, fragmented, merely episodic, accidental or contingent elements 
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(Halliwell, 1987; Ricoeur,1983 qtd. in Meuter 243).  Reacting to Aristotle’s 

definition, Meuter formulates the following definition, “any sequence of 

actions and happenings which is discernible as a unit and has a temporal 

organization as well as being perceived as meaningful can be called a 

narrative” (243). Relying on this postulation, it is possible to use stories in 

various disciplines such as psychology, ethics, theology, medicine, natural 

sciences among others as long as they reveal themselves to be meaningful 

temporal units that describe an event.  

Meuter’s definition is consonant with considering a narrative “the 

representation of an event or a series of events” (H. Porter Abott qtd. in 

Meister 5). The scope of narrative here made deliberately wide and general 

makes room for modifying the use of narratives in pure sciences which is 

what Meister hints at when he states: “the various disciplines from beyond 

literary criticism have very different links with narrativity” (xiv) and so he 

does not negate the possibility of what I view as scientific narratology, 

which is in Meister’s words ‘applied narratology.’ He states: “ Applied 

narratologies are now emerging across the entire spectrum of academic 

disciplines, and it would be seen to be more than a matter of time until we 

find ourselves faced with, say a mathematical narratology or an inorganic 

narratology”(xiv). In the light of Abott’s general definition of a narrative as 

being the representation of one principal event or series of happenings, 

Meister’s contention of mathematical or inorganic narratology seems to 

stand on solid premise. The question now is how Kingston’s book testifies 

to interdisciplinary fusion meant to create a book of peace and how she 

employs several disciplines which she makes consonant with one another 

thanks to storytelling in order to write a how-to book on peace, which 

resists containment within the borders of one or two disciplines.  

3- The Fifth Book of Peace: Interdisciplinarity a Possible Discipline? 

Kingston’s The Fifth Book of Peace exemplifies the “Text” Barthes 

points out in the quotation mentioned above. It is a new product that results 

from Kingston’s constructive use of interdisciplinarity. The book is divided 

into four chapters which Kingston entitles consecutively, “Fire,” “Paper,” 

“Water” and “Earth.” Each of these words is placed on a separate page and 

below them are drawn four circles which represent the Zen Buddhist 

symbol of enlightenment: the ensō  
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In the first chapter entitled “Fire,” Kingston narrates her story of 

experiencing manifold losses because of the fire that blew over Oakland 

Hills in 1991 and burnt her house, her neighborhood and 156 good pages of 

her ‘Fourth Book of Peace.’ She narrates how she commemorates her 

father’s memory and how she learnt about the fire through the radio. Then, 

she relates how she reached the blazing zones and beautifully depicted the 

defaced-by-fire area. This chapter is an autobiographical account wherein 

Kingston represents, to use Abott’s definition of a narrative, a principal 

event and a series of events that emanate from it and this is what testifies to 

the use of narratology in autobiography which is a literary genre classified 

under the discipline of literature. 

In the second chapter “Paper,” she narrates about a conference that 

was held after the fire of 1991 and whose topic was dreams. She informs 

readers that she asked the audience in that conference to give her any 

information they know about the legend of the lost Chinese Books of 

Peace. This legend revolves around three Chinese Books of Peace which 

were written but then lost.  She believes reviving this legend would inspire 

her to rewrite her lost book. “Paper” is a mixture of fiction, in this case the 

legend or myth of the lost Chinese Books of Peace, and fact which depicts 

Kingston’s life after losing her house. People answered her call sending her 

letters about war and peace, which displayed various versions of the myth 

of the lost books of peace. Among those who sent her stories about peace 

and war are war veterans who narrated her fragments of their war stories. 

In the third chapter titled “Water,” she tries to look for peace herself. 

Inspired by her stay with her family in Hawai’i during the time her new 

house is being built, she relates the story of Wittman Ah Sing, who is a 

fictional character whom she names after Walt Whittman, the American 

poet, and his family’s new life in Hawaii. Hawai’i is the place where 

Wittman tries with his wife, Taña, and his son, Mario, to adapt to the new 

environment. I find the choice of Hawaii as a destination for Wittman’s 

family who is fleeing the Vietnam War, very expressive of peace, which I 

connect to pacification from the verb ‘pacify’ which is alluded to by the 

“Pacific Ocean.” This reinforces Kingston’s main focus on peace.  

Kingston opens the fourth chapter, “Earth,” with an assertion that “It 

can’t be too late, things that fiction cannot solve must be worked out in real 

life” (The Fifth Book of Peace 241). At the end of chapter three which 
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Kingston devotes to creating a narrative of peace, she admits that each time 

people try hard to achieve peace, they are faced by war. Creating peace 

proves to be harder than making war.  Sheraton and Cliff, people whom 

Wittman Ah Sing and his family meet in Hawaii, were arrested after the 

Church Sanctuary. The latter was organized to protest the war in Vietnam. 

Wittman, and by extrapolation Kingston, does not know what happened to 

them. In a further advanced stage of protesting war, Kingston organizes 

writing workshops with the war veterans. She narrates every detail about 

these writing workshops that she organized with them in the aim of 

pacifying their souls and helping them to cope with their war trauma 

through the art of writing, which she proposes as a therapeutic procedure. 

The writing workshops are divided into steps where veterans are invited to 

practice writing in community through meditative walking, writing and 

listening, three steps that are separated by ringing the Bell of Mindfulness, 

a bell which serves to indicate the beginning of one step or the end of 

another and because all steps rely on mindfulness or meditation, it is called 

the Bell of Mindfulness.  

 In the different phases of writing The Fifth Book of Peace and the 

different phases of the writing workshops, Kingston varies her tools of 

writing and changes perspectives which is paralleled with a change in 

disciplines. She uses autobiography, a genre that pertains to the discipline 

of literature in chapter one “Fire,” myths which pertains to the discipline of 

mythology in chapter two “Paper,” fiction which is a sub-literary genre in 

the chapter titled “Water” and finally, psychoanalysis and Buddhist rites 

mainly meditation in the last chapter “Earth.” It is worth noting that the 

very choice of the words “fire,” “paper”, “water” and “earth” calls back a 

Chinese mythical view of the universe. “The mythic view suggests five 

elements: first, water, whose nature is to descend; second, fire which blazes 

and ascends; third; wood which is crooked and straight; fourth, metal which 

yields and changes; finally, earth whose task is seed growing and 

harvesting (Campbell 432) ( emphasis added). Kingston uses these four 

words to contextualize her endeavor of theorizing peace. 

A close textual exploration of the four chapters shows how Kingston 

uses different disciplines to help an interdisciplinary understanding 

materialize a way of achieving peace. I point out in part one that the 

priority for interdisciplinary encounter is creating a common ground, so it 
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is feasible to gloss over Kingston’s way of creating the condition of 

commonality. Kingston’s common practice in the different chapters of the 

book is that of storytelling, which is intrinsically related to narration and 

narratives. This is why I highlight the significance of narratology in part 

one. In each chapter of the book, Kingston uses narrativity as a strategy of 

writing. In “Fire” Kingston tells the story of her manifold losses. She 

depicts her feelings towards such a traumatizing event as fire and provides 

the basic elements of a story namely the event, plot, setting and characters. 

In “Paper,” she blends fact and fiction to tell the story of her quest for the 

three Chinese Books of Peace. In “Water,” she tells the story of the Ah 

Sings’ search for peace on a foreign land. In the last chapter, she gives 

space for the veterans of war to tell or narrate their war stories which are as 

diverse as the perspectives from which their tellers or writers experience 

them. 

 The writing workshops are aimed at encouraging veterans “to write 

until the stories full of explosions become quiet” (The Fifth Book of Peace 

314). Kingston begins a sangha, that is, a group for predominantly 

Vietnam/American war veterans to write and talk story about their 

experiences. She believes in the therapeutic power of writing which she 

experienced herself and knew that it would help the veterans addressing 

their war trauma:  

They would write the unspeakable. Writing, they keep track 

of their thinking; they leave a permanent record. Processing 

chaos through story and poem, the writer shapes and forms 

experience, and thereby, I believe, changes the past and 

remakes the existing world. The writer becomes a new 

person after every story, every poem; and if the art is very 

good, perhaps the reader is changed, too. (Veterans of War, 

Veterans of Peace 2) 

Kingston believes in the healing powers of telling stories. Talking about 

war veterans, her mother among them, she accentuates the fact that 

listening to vets’ stories enables her to recognize that “it is the telling that 

kept them alive” (Ibid). The act of telling war stories adheres to Abott’s 

definition of a narrative which represents a principal event and a series of 

events that result from it. This leads to viewing a story as a representation 

of an event which in the case of Kingston’s book is the traumatizing event 
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of war. Through practicing meditative walking or writing in community, 

veterans exorcize the ghostly memories of war that keep haunting them. In 

psychology, this practice of writing one’s stories is referred to as scripto-

therapy (Herman 99). Kingston’s main focus in “Earth” is war veterans’ 

psyche which accounts for the use of meditation and other Buddhist rites or 

techniques and connecting them to walking, which is the antipode of the 

soldiers’ march to war. 

Meditation is employed so that veterans are able to concentrate and 

manage to retrieve the war memories and the smallest details about what 

happened. It is true that their representation of the traumatizing event is not 

always in linear narratives because some veterans write fragments of 

poetry. Yet, Meister who focuses on the use of narratology across 

disciplines in a book entitled Narratology beyond Literary Criticism: 

Mediality, Disciplinarity does not exclude poetry as a non-prose form. He, 

on the contrary, highlights meaningfulness as a prerequisite of a narrative 

unit and explains the relationship between narration and temporality and 

associates it to poetry. In this case poetry can depict a “sequence of actions 

and happenings which is discernible as a unit and has temporal organization 

as well as being meaningful (243). The narrative function of writing assists 

veterans in processing the effects of past traumatic moments. The dominant 

mainstream stories about the damaged war veteran which are sidelined both 

by the government and the peace counter culture in the US can oppress war 

veterans. What Kingston allows for is the telling of war stories within a 

framework of working for peace. 

 The war stories the veterans wrote were edited by Kingston and then 

published as Veterans of War, Veterans of Peace (2006). Many of the 

veterans relived the pain while meditating in order to remember the tiniest 

detail in their traumatic experience. But after writing their war stories, they 

alleviated pain in the same way a disturbed person would feel after 

receiving psychological counseling. This expansion of narratives in life 

writing as is the case with Kingston and the war veterans, or in legend 

writing as is the case with the three Lost Chinese Books of Peace, or in 

fiction writing as is the case with imagining peace within the fiction of the 

Ah Sings’ life in Hawai’i, or in war stories, or in other fields is what 

accounts for Meister’s statement that “applied narratologies are now 

emerging across the entire spectrum of academic disciplines” (14). By 
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“applied narratologies” he refers to the use of narratology in experiential 

and natural sciences.  It is also what pushes him to postulate that “ it would 

seem to be more than a matter of time until we find ourselves faced with a 

mathematical narratology or an inorganic narratology or any other type of 

narratology” (Ibid).  

 Narratology is seeping into all disciplines and the ones Kingston 

uses in her Fifth Book of Peace go beyond the disciplinary divide in order 

to create a new product which, in a certain respect, solves the dilemma of 

how to achieve peace. It is the complexity of peace as a subject matter that 

calls the fusion of literature, mythology, religion-Buddhism- and 

psychoanalysis leading to the genesis of a final product which illustrates 

Barthes’ notion of “Text.” Kingston’s book does not belong to any of the 

disciplines that are used in its creation; yet, what pulls all these disciplines 

together is the use of narratology. Various disciplines have their own ways 

of narrating something which is why Meister writes about applied 

narratology. But again this testifies to the expansive aspect of narratology 

across academic disciplines, which leads me to test te he idea of framing 

interdisciplinarity as narratology. However this idea remains a sort of 

desideratum taking into account recent works on the applicability of 

narratology. Brian Richardson clarifies that narratology “remains a kind of 

vortex around which other discourses orbit in ever closer proximity” (qtd. 

in Heinen and Sommer,1). He adds that “due to its foundation in literary 

studies, narratology, has its roots in the theory of fictional narrative. The 

highly sophisticated models and terminologies developed for the analysis 

of the novel, plays, films and poetry cannot be transferred to the analysis of 

non-fictional storytelling without some serious modification” (Ibid).This is 

how I come to admit that Kingston’ book makes a case for creating 

undisciplined space through the use of storytelling or narratology which, in 

its relation to natural and experiential sciences, remains up to now an 

interdisciplinary technique not a discipline. 

Conclusion 

It is undeniable that each discipline is officially established with a 

set of tools, methods, and theoretical concepts that can make its encounter 

with other disciplines conflictual. Thus interdisciplinarians insist on the 

necessity of creating a common ground so as to help an interdisciplinary 

understanding to materialize. The diversity of disciplines and their 
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principals discard the possibility of treating interdisciplinarity as an 

independent discipline. Investigating Kingston’s use of mythology, 

literature, religion-Buddhism- and psychoanalysis proves the fact that it is 

possible to create undisciplined interdisciplinary space relying on the 

technique of storytelling. An interdisciplinary approach can be applied to 

different texts regardless of the genre or the disciplinary borders. However, 

it does not fully support the idea of disciplining interdisciplinarity as 

narratology. 
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“Domesticity in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath between the Personal 

and the Political” 

Ikram Hili, University of Sousse 

***** 

Introduction 

 The debate over the intersection between politics and literature is 

still ongoing. Obviously, literature is never just a vapid rehash of political, 

social and economic discourses. Otherwise, the writer would abandon 

literature per se, and indulge instead in producing pseudo-literary works. 

The relationship between literature and politics becomes, as Lindberg 

rightly posits, “a multilane freeway with traffic flowing freely in both 

directions” ("Literature and Politics" 163). Accordingly, the political 

interpretation of any work of art is not a supplementary, optional or even 

possible approach, but “the absolute horizon of all reading and all 

interpretation” (Jameson The Political Unconscious 13)—an assertion 

serving as the premise of my account of Plath, and assuming that most 

writings are politically and ideologically charged. Reading poetry requires 

a certain “excursionism,” a form of constant switching, reciprocation, 

backward and forward movement into the psychic and the socio-

political. The opening of Plath’s most pointed essay “Context” 

acknowledges the inexorable connection between both the personal and the 

political, although Plath herself occasionally seems to deny that. The very 

fact that she raises it makes one think that she was perfectly aware of it. 

She writes: 

The issues of our time which preoccupy me at the moment 

are the incalculable genetic effects of fallout and a 

documentary article on the terrifying, mad, omnipotent 

marriage of big business and the military in America – 

‘Juggernaut, The Warfare State,’ by Fred J. Cook in a 

recent Nation. Does this influence the kind of poetry I 
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write? Yes, but in a sidelong fashion (Johnny Panic and 

the Bible of Dreams 98). 

Her poetry, then, is not an unequivocal account of the political havoc 

governing the post-war period. Instead, it accommodates politics in a 

“sidelong fashion,” an interesting term since it reinforces my claims within 

the scope of this paper. 

1- The Personal and the Political in Plath’s Poetry 

 I choose to start this section by Rosenblatt’s quote: “We continue to 

brood about Sylvia Plath in ways that have more to do with our own 

obsessions than with her ((The Poetry of Initiation 3). This is at the heart of 

this paper, which alternates between the personal and the political opting 

for an eclectic approach to assure a comprehensive understanding of Plath’s 

poetry. However, many readers and critics such as Terry Castle and Paul 

West have decried Plath’s poetry as dark and grim mainly when they 

obsessively try to read her poetry in the light of the poet’s tragic suicide. 

Sylvia Plath—a famous American poet who took her own life at a young 

age, having gone through several traumatic phases and nervous 

breakdowns. This is probably the first thought that comes to mind when 

they think of Sylvia Plath. Summarizing Plath primarily in that manner 

demeans her as a poet. 

 A large spectrum of Plath’s reception has also placed the poet 

within the confessional mode of poetry alongside poets, such as, Robert 

Lowell, John Berryman and Anne Sexton. In fact, it was M. L. Rosenthal 

who first coined, quite reductively, the term “confessional poetry,” while 

commenting on Robert Lowell’s Life Studies. Confessional poetry is widely 

considered as the poetry of the self dealing exclusively with personal 

experience and shaping the traumas and distresses of the self into verse, 

oftentimes shattering the otherwise inviolable sphere of the taboo—a 

definition that has really obscured other aspects that the poetry addresses. 

Nevertheless, an appreciation of confessionalism in its cultural and political 

context would dispel all reductive readings of confessional poetry. It would 
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also reinforce the fact that confessional writers have not only violated 

poetic decorum of impersonality and the attendant tenets advocated by the 

New Critics, but also have fully engaged their first-person speaker in 

resisting the pressure to conformity and containment. 

 On the other hand, the ever-growing critical and popular 

preoccupation with Plath’s works, and the different approaches devoted to 

studying them, cannot but testify that Plath’s poetry does not allow us to 

assume a simple one-to-one correspondence between her life and her work. 

Plath’s writing engages in a complex process of meaning making in which 

autobiographical experience and its poetic transformation can never be 

fully equated. Talking about poetry, Plath avers that, “surely the great use 

of poetry is its pleasure—not its influence as religious or political 

propaganda” (Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams 99). Here, she seems 

to argue in favor of delight—and the sense that the aesthetic is the political, 

a position that is opposed to the validation of transparently political—or 

propagandistic texts. Poetry, as Plath seems to argue, cannot serve as 

political or religious propaganda per se. However, a key point of contention 

here is whether, in giving pleasure, poetry can be nonetheless politically 

charged.  

 The essence of Plath’s works as well as the painstaking effort she 

made in drafting her poems strongly show that yes, for Plath, the personal 

is political, and the strain she went through as a female poet in post-war 

America is but a salute reminder of the heavy toll placed on many other 

women artists during that time period. The then stifling and oppressive 

cultural and political realities invariably cast their haunting shadow even on 

Plath’s seemingly most personal poems. In fact, writing within her home 

about her home, Plath sought to expose the poverty of a well-oiled 

ideological machinery geared towards control and containment. Along 

these lines, Deborah Nelson puts forth a compelling argument for those 

who are still obsessed with reading Plath autobiographically, holding that 
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“writing autobiographically was (…) not simply an individual aesthetic 

choice; it was also a political decision” ("Plath, History and Politics" 22). 

2- “There Is Viciousness in the Kitchen”: Domesticity in Cold War 

America between Idealization and Reality  

2.1. Cold War Anxieties 

 Chief among the outcrops of the Cold War is the development of a 

Manichean view of the world, from an American perspective, a world 

divided into good and evil, capitalism and communism, the self and the 

other, etc. Cold War insecurities had a great impact on domestic life in 

America. Petrified by the infiltration of the “Red Scare” and by the atom 

bomb, Americans accepted the political rhetoric that their homes were the 

only bulwark against those external threats. Out of this atmosphere of 

inordinate paranoia grew out the so-called containment culture operating at 

two levels: the political on the one hand, the cultural and societal on the 

other, through a hegemonic discourse infiltrated with the aid of media, 

trying to contain all sorts of deviations and abnormalities. 

 Containment,
43

 therefore, created a highly politicized cultural 

milieu, in which the lines drawn between the political and the social were 

significantly blurred. Among other things, containment aimed at dissipating 

many fears from “contamination” and “porousness”—two notions that are 

noticeably present in some of Plath’s poems where the speaker’s private 

space is presented as either contaminated or contaminating, which makes 

the political reverberations here hard to gloss over. Consequently, the 

impurities of the inner space—the house—become no less perilous than 

potential threats from outside. In a subversive attempt, Plath emphasizes 

the notion of openness, and notably porousness, making it easier for the 

                                                           
43

 The term “containment” refers to the US foreign policy from 1948 until the mid 

sixties, first introduced by Kennan and implemented in the government of 

Eisenhower. 
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surveillance state apparatuses to operate, by either exposing the poverty of 

those strategies or appropriating them. In this respect, the poet displays the 

body as porous, always leaking, linking a sick private health to an equally 

sick body politics—poems such as “Cut” and “Contusion” can be read 

along these lines. 

2.2. Domesticity and Political Ideologies 

 The stifling domesticity that Plath depicts in some of her poems 

reflects her tragedy of being born a woman, as she points out in one of her 

journal entries, but is also highly informed by the political pressures of the 

era. Further, in her most private poems such as “Words Heard,” Plath seeks 

to undo the political pressure to conform to an ideal feminine conception 

promoted by a male-dominated culture in post-war America. Apart from 

the Cold War strains that Plath’s poetry subtly discloses, the political 

reading that her verse invites becomes quite pertinent the very moment the 

poet decides to engage in an arduous and most onerous gender struggle, 

enduring the ordeals of being a woman, a wife and a mother, which she 

believed, stymied her artistic aspirations. Accordingly, the “I” in her poems 

is not only the autobiographical self, but also the speaking voice of all 

women who are firmly convinced that, time and again, the personal is 

political. 

 As a matter of fact, home presented not only a secure and safe 

haven from the hazards of international fallout, but also a space where 

Americans would presumably enjoy freedom and autonomy. As May 

rightly observes, within Cold War containment machinery, “the ‘sphere of 

influence’ was the home” (Homeward Bound 16).  Indeed, the 

repercussions of the Second World War, the state of anxiety and 

apprehension henceforth generated, the atmosphere of uncertainty coupled 

with taut political tension—all these factors and many others made postwar 

American home come into a striking view as a secure shelter, a private 

haven far sequestered from the intrusion of the those impending threats 

looming outside its walls.  
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“The self-contained home held out the promise of security in an insecure 

world” (May 1). The role that should be played by women, albeit 

grudgingly for some of them, is equally conducive to this desired stability.  

 The responsibility to maintain a “healthy” domestic atmosphere in 

post-war America fell almost exclusively on the shoulders of women, 

which was the only way in which they could fulfill their obligations toward 

their country since home was considered as the “bastion of safety in an 

insecure world” (May 9). What is more, women’s political activism was 

also contained within the tight confines of the domestic space. Serving 

one’s home and laboring to maintain a moral and decent family life was 

considered the best political service women could offer in those critical 

circumstances. Should this “feminine ideal” not be met, the entire Nation 

would be jeopardized. Accordingly, after the Second World War, women 

were urged to return to home, their “natural” place, and their achievements 

could, therefore, only be gauged according to their fulfillment of those 

traditional roles of being a good wife, mother, and housekeeper, in general. 

Interestingly, this close scrutiny of home, in Deborah Nelson’s words, took 

place because home was thought to be “violent, profane, and shameful” 

rather than “intimate, erotic, or familial” (Pursuing Privacy in Cold War 

America 93). 

 Throughout this era, we see women’s bodies represented as 

vulnerable and penetrable, with the home serving as an analogy for such 

vulnerability, and Plath’s poetry, in this respect, is replete with such scenes 

of violation. Arguably, if such penetration is enacted by the individual 

himself, if the cut is deliberate and also reveled in, then this act is 

considered by the State as an inappropriate self-destructive behavior that 

should be contained and eliminated (as shown in the poem “Cut”). But such 

self-destructive habits, in Plath’s poetry, are contrasted with other poems, 

such as, “Words Heard, by Accident, over the Phone” and “The Other,” in 

which Plath clearly identifies the male figure as the source of violation, as 

noxious to familial and, by extension, national stability as the communist 



Ikram Hili 

 

190 
 

threats, hence, the poet’s subversive twist. Plath’s subversive ingenuity is 

strongly pronounced in poems, such as, “The Detective,” “The Applicant,” 

“The Jailer,” but, most pungently, in “Kindness”—a poem that presents 

“Dame Kindness” as an ideal domestic figure, the cure to all deformities 

and malformations and the safeguard of national security. These lines from 

the opening stanza of “Kindness” encapsulate succinctly this idea: “Sugar 

can cure everything, so kindness says. / Sugar is a necessary fluid” (The 

Collected Poems 269)  

 In the section that follows, I intend to show that Plath is not always 

vocal in railing against this legendary “at-homeness”—something I sensed 

when I started to examine the drafts of “The Babysitters.” The discarded 

parts that show both her uncertainty and her longing for some stylistic 

ingenuity are praiseworthy. I dare say that her awareness that she is after all 

a poet, not a social critic, can offer an answer to “a sense of being involved 

in a social crisis,” as Christopher Middleton posits (qtd.in Smith Inviolable 

Voice 231), but again, as she herself puts it, “in a sidelong fashion” (Johnny 

Panic and the Bible of Dreams 98).  

3-The Drafts of “The Babysitters”: Ideology Dreaded / Ideology 

Revealed 

3.1. “The Babysitters”: The Domestic and the Political 

 “The Babysitters” can be read as a conversational poem in which 

the poet, quite narrative in tone and nostalgic in spirit, goes back to 1951, 

recalling her summer experience as a babysitter together with her friend 

Marcia Brown. Despite the presence of personal details, the poem takes the 

lid off an overarching domestic ideology (evidently, politically informed) 

that had shaped American life ever since the Great Depression. Reflecting 

on her experience as a nineteen-year old babysitter, Plath attempts to make 

this teenage girls’ job back in the fifties glaringly visible, with all its flaws 

and the dismays it generated. 

Babysitting was born out of a considerable expansion of a teen 

girls’ subculture that aimed at empowering female teenagers in the postwar 
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time period (Forman-Brunell Babysitter: An American History 56). The 

1940s is often characterized as the time of the Baby Boom, when, more 

than ever before in American history, working mothers felt the sore need to 

hire babysitters; therefore, they fell back on the service of these teenage 

girls for domestic help. Nevertheless, this job brought much less comfort 

than these adolescents had bargained for. In “The Babysitters,” Plath’s 

speaker divulges her discomfort with this job and expresses her resentment 

at her employers, which is shown even more bluntly in the drafts.  

Similar to other Cold War issues, babysitting orbits around a 

constellation of ideologies. Actually, apart from the financial ease that this 

job offered, babysitting was not devoid of ideological motives, for it was 

meant to acculturate teenage girls to the domestic ideologies of the period 

or, in Forman-Brunell’s statement, “to allow girls a modicum of 

independence while reinforcing the domestic and maternal imperative” (3). 

To put it simply, giving those female adolescents a smattering of 

autonomy, babysitting would make them think that they have managed to 

shake the rigid gender divide that establishes men as the sole breadwinners 

and women as mere housewives (since teenage babysitters are future wives 

themselves). It is also true, however, that babysitting limited those girls and 

by extension, women, within the boundaries of the house as well as the 

utilitarian practices that have always been assigned to them, thereby 

perpetuating the conservative middle-class domestic and gender ideology 

that a woman’s place is primarily at home. In this respect, Forman-Brunell 

places these babysitters within a vicious circle produced by their hankering 

after individuality and subjectivity, on the one hand, and their being trapped 

into socio-cultural and also political subjection, on the other (3). What is 

more, since the era’s paranoiac feel was so pervasive, working mothers still 

harbored fears and misgivings about those young babysitters. Forman-

Brunell provides an eye-brow raising example of a freakish appeal for a 

mother’s vigilance, which I am quoting in full: “Mothers were told not to 

forget to tell the sitter to sterilize the bottles and nipples so as to eliminate 
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the unseen threat of insidious microbes that might also wipe out the family” 

(71). 

3.2. The Importance of the Discarded Drafts of “The 

Babysitters” 

Before commenting on the worksheets of “The Babysitters,” and 

highlighting the interplay between the personal and the political in them, I 

shall start with a brief commentary on Plath’s manuscripts in terms of what 

the poet intends to reveal or hide. Plath’s meticulously executed drafts of 

most of her poems account for the overwhelming amount of boxes in which 

her manuscripts and marginalia are collected (both at the Lilly Library at 

Indiana University Bloomington and in The Mortimer Rare Book Room at 

Smith College). The painstaking effort she devoted to composing her 

poems reveals, to a great effect, the work of the ideologies she sought to 

undo. In fact, writing, revising, rethinking and rewriting—all these mental 

endeavors and strains cannot be immune to the ideological order 

characterizing the fifties and early sixties in the United States, especially 

for women writers. More specifically, the habit of working and reworking 

on a single poem through multiple drafts, with some stanzas retained and 

others discarded, offers clues to Plath’s desire to evade and eventually 

undermine, or simply expose the poverty of certain ideologies. As a poet, 

she desires to be the one who controls and manipulates words, and by 

extension, worlds (the patriarchal world; the idealized world created for 

women during that time period; the repressive world created by Cold War 

America, etc.) 

Writing her early poetry, Plath actually struggled to be a good 

writer, the male criteria for good writing being, at least then, the touchstone 

for achieving her goal. However, she later came to realize that hankering 

after man’s satisfaction (being a good writer, a good wife and a good 

mother) would only corner her and impede her creativity. Plath experienced 

the dilemma of the woman writer also expressed, very plainly, by fellow 

poet Adrienne Rich: “As long as I wrote in the hope of ‘reaching’ men, I 
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was setting bounds on my own mind, holding back; trying to make the 

subversive sound unthreatening, the unthinkable reassuring” (qtd.in 

Terrence Praises and Dispraises 201). I should point out, here, that, towards 

the end of her life and evidently the end of her artistic journey, Plath 

revolutionized her style in an unprecedented manner (in poems such as 

“Words” and “Edge”). 

In the previous section, I enlarged on the ideology underlying 

babysitting that figures prominently in the last version of the poem. The 

worksheets of the poem, on the other hand, disclose a lot more about 

domesticity being highly informed by the political reality of the era. These 

drafts are fraught with revisions, enacting the speaker’s going back and 

forth between the past and the present, and her gritty yet failed attempt to 

recapture the past just as the poet struggles to undo what her pen keeps 

crossing out. That past experience is now lost in the thick mist of time, and 

so too those crossed-out lines seem to have been swallowed down by an 

equally thick layer of ink. For the speaker, not only the past but also the 

present seem so persistent, haunting not only the drafts of the poem but also 

its finished version. While the poem’s title is actually “The Babysitters,” in 

the very first drafts the speaker cannot help lamenting her present condition 

through her friend’s, saying plaintively on several occasions: “O what has 

come over you us, my sister, my love!” […] “What keyhole have we 

slipped through, what door has shut?” Although the question still features 

in the final product, the punctiliously elaborate answer only features in 

those discarded drafts. 

Evidently, it is in the discarded drafts for “The Babysitters” that 

Plath is more critical of the prevailing domestic ideology of the era. The 

poem was written in October 1961, and surprisingly, the omitted drafts re-

emerged in a printed poem written more than a year later (April 1962), “An 

Appearance,” originally entitled “The Methodical Woman.” Drafting “The 

Babysitters,” Plath might not have felt as willing to articulate her critique of 

Cold War domestic ideology as in “An Appearance.” Feeling insecure, the 
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poet finds in these drafts—mainly the first ones that seem to be written at a 

heartbeat—some resistance tools. Nevertheless, unless they are 

consolidated with tangible proof as to why the poet did not feel secure 

enough doing that (such as some events in her life, approbation of readers 

or some other encouragement she received), these assumptions cannot be 

fully substantiated. Certainly, however, these drafts could substantiate 

Plath’s ideological critique as being toned down because, after all, she cares 

more for being a poet than a social critic. Put differently, I am not arguing 

that the finished version of “The Babysitters” betrays nothing of Plath’s 

ideological critique. She toned it down, yes, but that is also because 

something else intervened—her consciousness of herself and her own value 

as a poet. And a poet is more than a social critic or someone who refuses to 

be limited by their anger, which in Plath's case was less anger she felt as an 

individual than anger she felt on behalf of others (other women). But 

ultimately her goal is not a social one—it is poetic one. 

Conclusion 

Whenever you find a doctrine of ‘non-political’ esthetics affirmed with 

fervor, look for its politics. 

--Kenneth Burke (A Rhetoric of Motives 28) 

Touching the political chords that Plath’s poetry strikes will always 

tease out the limitations of confining her art within the realm of the 

autobiographical. The arguments I advanced in this paper stem from my 

belief—and I am not the only one here to assume this—that art is indeed 

political. However, by arguing that Plath is a political poet, I do not mean 

to suggest that sharing a political message was the poet’s first and foremost 

concern as a poet. But I do mean to point out that the political anxiety and 

apprehension of the fifties and sixties provided a major source of 

inspiration.  

Last but not least, to a reader who has been accustomed to reading her 

poetry as seepage of traumatic personal experience, with all the negative 
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connotations implied, Sylvia Plath would be the last poet to be thought of 

in political terms. Plath’s is not some “headline poetry” that would be 

“screwed up as rapidly as the news sheet itself” (Plath Johnny Panic 98) 

Hers, as Plath foresaw, is a poetry that would rather “go surprisingly far – 

among strangers, around the world, even. Farther than the words of a 

classroom teacher or the prescriptions of a doctor; if they are very lucky, 

farther than a lifetime” (Johnny Panic 98). 
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 “African American Women Writers and Textual Métissage as a 

New Style of Writing” 

Manel Mansour, University of Manouba 

***** 

Introduction 

In general, African Americans’ history is that of oppression and 

forbiddance to speak. African American male writers have granted 

themselves a place in the literary field after a long struggle. Having reached 

a certain level of self-assertion and self-esteem, African Americans have 

started to revolt in their own ways to be voiced. They have used writing as 

a tool to give their vision of truth, thus, creating a counter-discourse to 

canonical literature. Three periods in the African American literary history 

have contributed to their visibility, namely, the slave narratives, the Harlem 

Renaissance and the Black Art Movement.  These periods have given birth 

to a panoply of novelists, poets and playwrights such as Richard Wright, 

Langston Hughes, Amiri Baraka and many others.  

Talking about the history of African American women writers is a 

completely different matter. African American women writers have always 

been segregated and discriminated against by white men and women along 

with African American men. Even within a movement such as the Black 

Art Movement which was a revolutionary movement, there were misogynic 

attitudes towards African American women despite the fact that there were 

African American women writers such as Sonia Sanchez and Nikki 

Giovanni. The two African American women has been influenced by the 

civil rights movements as well as the Black power movement. Both of them 

are poets and militant for the well being of women. Sonia Sanchez has 

joined the Nation of Islam and quit it due the differences in views towards 

women. She has written many poems about women such as “Homegirls and 

Handgrenades”. Nikki Giovanni has written about race, gender, sex and 

other social issues. She has dedicated her life and career to writing about 

blacks such as her poems collection: Black Feeling, Black Judgment. As 

one can easily infer, there are segregationist attitudes within the black race. 

They have reproduced the white man’s pattern that is the male supremacy. 

Thus, the struggle of African American women is not that of men 
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belonging to the same race. They have been ignored, neglected and never 

taken seriously. Even though they have been active concerning writing and 

telling stories, their works have not been considered and many of them 

have been lost. A huge part of their literary heritage has not been registered. 

That is why, they have remained historically intractable.  

African Americans use writing as a tool of resistance to assert their 

existence as part and partial of the American society and the world in 

general. In order to show that they can exist without the help of the white 

race, they have used a new style of writing which is the combination 

between genres. Their way of writing combines novel, drama and 

sometimes poetry. They write in a performative way: a way that is meant to 

be acted or read out loud. This departure from canon literature and 

emergence of interdisciplinarity is one of the characteristics of what is 

known as minor literature. The present paper focuses on the various issues 

surrounding African Americans, more particularly, African American 

women and their struggles to create a historical background for their 

community and establish themselves as writers. It also attempts to illustrate 

the different aspects of minor literature through considering Sapphire’s 

novel entitled Push as a case study.  

1-African Americans and their Perpetual Struggle for Existence 

After the abolition of slavery, opinions about the behaviors of 

African Americans have been divergent within the same race. For instance, 

Booker T. Washington encouraged African Americans to accommodate 

themselves with the mainstream culture giving importance to industrial 

education which according to him would grant them a place within the 

American society. In contrast, Paul Laurence Dunbar’s standpoint was 

totally different as he encouraged the intellectual development of African 

Americans in various fields such as arts. Thus, there were different 

approaches on how to behave and which strategy to follow so that African 

Americans can be accepted by the American society. 

African American male writers have started to think about their own 

image within the United States and elsewhere. They have started to gain 

notoriety through literature. However, their treatment and portrayal of 

African Americans has remained the same: full of stereotypes depicting 

slaves as being extremely dependent on their masters and insisting on their 
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inability to rely on themselves and live without the perpetual assistance of 

their masters. It is exactly for these reasons that some African American 

writers such as Frances Smith Foster have urged to reverse this tendency. 

Even though such works have remained neglected and not widespread, 

“Afro-Americans and their friends had been urgently calling for novels that 

would refute these insidious stereotypes. Although autobiographies, 

biographies and essays by Afro-Americans directly contradicted those 

ideas, they did not necessarily reach the same readers on the same level as 

the fiction of the plantation school.”
44

 Consequently, victimized African 

Americans are able to stir the curiosity of the reader rather than those who 

assert their existence and claim their independence.  

Being devoid of a concrete history that represents their past, African 

Americans have resorted to storytelling. Stories have been told from mouth 

to ear, and then transformed into novels. They have been considered as 

historiographic glimpses of a past that is nearly impossible to retrieve. 

Novels, like, Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Alice Walker’s The Color 

Purple illustrate various periods in which African American women live in 

a perpetual state of pain because of infanticide, sexual abuses, rape and 

incest. In a way, these issues have reinforced the idea that African 

Americans, in general, and women in particular are doomed to suffering. 

Slave narratives show the suffering of male and female slaves. A close 

textual reading reveals that slavery has engendered traumatized generations 

that were unable to get rid of the effects of a chequered history. They have 

internalized their trauma and passed it from a generation to another even 

after the abolition of slavery. African American men have taken their share 

in the stigmatizing pattern as they have discriminated against black women 

through depriving them from their right to express or defend themselves. 

Consequently, black women have been represented in ways that distort 

their self-images. They have also inflicted on them pain through abusing 

them morally (silencing them) and physically (raping and indulging into 

incestuous or pedophilic intercourses).  

                                                           
1 Frances Smith Foster, introduction to Iola Leroy, or, Shadows Uplifted, by 

Frances E. W. Harper (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), xxx– 

xxxi. 
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African American women have managed to find an entrance within 

the field of literature. They have made a name for themselves and an 

honorable reputation by deviating from the writing style of white men and 

women writers along with that of African American men. By breaking all 

the literary rules inherited from traditional writers, African American 

women writers have imposed their way of thinking, writing and perception 

of the world. Their style of writing is considered by the traditional writers 

as belonging to the category of minor literature to minimize their 

contribution and value. However, and against all odds, they remain 

outstanding and noticeable because they had and still have the courage and 

strength to struggle and stand still until they made themselves heard. Their 

voices, which echo through their stories, represent portrayal of actual 

people, precisely African American women. 

2-African American Women and their Attempts to Retrieve their 

History 

African Americans have felt the obligation to restore a part of the 

truth through producing their own perceptions of history because they have 

not accepted the white version since it does misrepresent them and it is 

biased in its treatment of events. By doing so, African Americans introduce 

readers to the other facet of history, which is essential to construct a 

counter-discourse and rectify all that have already been said. Many African 

American women such as Margaret Walker and Zora Neale Hurston have 

been determined to write to change the preconceived ideas about Afro-

Americans. By means of folklore, many African Americans expressed their 

blackness and appraise their belonging, that is to say, their African heritage 

“To write is to invoke tradition and the past, to celebrate plurality and 

difference to translate complexity into human understanding, and to 

construct a model of human society as it is, but more importantly to 

transform that model as it can be.”
45

 Trying to unbury their history against 

forgetfulness, many African American women writers have tried to forget 

and shape their characters in a way that make them accepted. More 

importantly, they have tried to create models for the generations to come, 

hence, breaking with the preconceived images about black people:  

                                                           
2 Maryemma Graham, introduction to How I Wrote Jubilee and Other Essay on 

Life and Literature, by Margaret Walker (New York: Feminist Press, 1990), xv. 



Manel Mansour  

201 
 

Writers like Harper and Hopkins, 

although concerned with retrieving 

African American history from oblivion 

were confined by the corset of the 

conventions of the time and too 

preoccupied with the creation of a black 

middle class role model for, and leader 

of, the masses to present a black heroine 

who could be representative. In other 

words, female novelists of the 

nineteenth century abandoned the 

representative voice characteristic of the 

slave narratives and wrote about 

exceptional characters, who were 

generally educated and very often light 

enough to pass for white. (Nunes 32) 

Thus, they have tried to create a falsified image that did not really 

correspond to their state at that time. Their intentions have been good since 

they have wanted probably to uplift black women. In so doing, they have 

created a rupture within the same race and gender. The representation of 

Blacks has remained problematic because the writers’ perceptions either 

tend to highlight the victimization of African Americans or their elevation. 

Consequently, both representations have failed to give an authentic image 

of African American men and women. Departing from the traumatic truth 

has proven to be difficult because any exaggeration in both ways can lead 

to a falsified image and the impossibility to perceive archetypes of the 

black race at those historical periods. 

 Novels and especially historical ones such as Margaret wood’s 

Jubilee represent a side of history during a certain period that is slavery. 

This novel is well documented since the writer is listening to the story from 

her grandmother and has collected information as a testimony to her 

grandmother’s assertions. Nonetheless, remembering and writing can 

intersect with the fictive and the imaginary. In this way, African Americans 

have succeeded to reassert their history. According to James Baldwin, “the 

past is all that makes the present coherent, and further, the past will remain 



Manel Mansour  

202 
 

horrible as long as we refuse to assess it honestly.”
46

 This implies that in 

order to have a present and a future, one has to come to terms with one’s 

past and accept it in order to move on and construct one’s identity. 

Otherwise, one will fall in a whirlpool of questions that will surely trouble 

one’s psyche. By facing their past, African Americans can create a sense of 

belonging and a collective memory that they can share within their 

community and live by.  

3-Sapphire’s Push: A Case Study of Minor Literature 

 African American writings whether written by men or women are 

classified under the category of minor literature. According to Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Gattari in their book Kafka: Towards a Minor 

Literature, minor literature has three characteristics that I am going to 

further develop with concrete examples taken from Sapphire’s novel Push. 

The first characteristic is the de-territorialization of language. According to 

Deleuze and Gattari “a minor literature doesn’t come from a minor 

language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major 

language. But, the first characteristic of minor literature in any case is that 

its language is affected with a high coefficient of 

deterritorialization”.(16)The minority in this case is an African American 

woman: Ramona Lofton alias Sapphire and the major language is English.  

Sapphire’s Push is written in 1996. It tells the story of an African 

American teenage girl, who has been victim of both maternal and paternal 

incest. This has resulted in inbreeding two illegitimate children. It shows 

how the protagonist Claireece Precious Jones strives to exist despite her 

stigma and how she finds refuge in education and writing. This novel 

represents minor literature, par excellence whereby the English language is 

distorted in a way that fits the social status, gender and race of the 

protagonist Precious. She is a fat ugly illiterate African American teenage 

girl. The English language has been usurped from everything that makes its 

value such as grammar, spelling and pronunciation. Language has become 

a tool to portray race, the level of education and social status.  

                                                           
46

 James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son (London: Michael Joseph, 1964), 14. 
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This distortion has contributed to the fact that the novel has become 

an oral book rather than a written one. Words are written the way they are 

pronounced: speeches and writing are primitive which means that they lack 

any tact and they are full of mistakes at the level of spelling or grammar. 

The protagonist is illiterate and struggles to express herself. Incestuous 

scenes are crude and devoid of any form of embellishment. The ugly truth 

is presented as it is in a way that the reader can perceive all the sexual 

attacks and at the same time feel Precious’ pain and shame. Language is 

subverted from within whereby a name such as Precious is given to the 

heroine of the story, who is ironically anything but precious due to the 

recurrent abuses she is victim of and which are caused by her parents who 

named her as such.  

Language ceases to evoke meaning since it has been re-

appropriated and modeled to fit the major character. A new language is 

born out of the basic one where every single word has to be deciphered in 

order to be understood. When deciphered and understood, it gives the 

impression that through Precious’ thoughts, the reader can hear how the 

black race speaks in black vernacular: “I feel stupid. I ain’ got no education 

even tho’ I not miss days of school. I talks funny… I’m a good girl.  I don’t 

fuck boyz but I’m pregnant. My fahver fuck me and she know it. She kick 

me in my head when I’m pregnant. She take my money”
47

 (Sapphire 57). 

Sapphire catches the black spirit through using the typical language of 

Afro-Americans that is Black Vernacular. Through her choice, and that of 

African Americans, there is an attempt to break free from any linguistic ties 

that relate them to their oppressor that is the white man. They have created 

a new means of communication that impersonates them more faithfully 

than Standard English, which is a white creation. Thus, boundaries are 

created and a distinction is made between blacks and whites through their 

usage of language and style of writing.  

 The second aspect of minor literature is the theme. For Deleuze and 

Gattari, “the second characteristic of minor literature is that everything is 

political…Minor literature is completely different; its cramped space forces 

each individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics” (17). The 

                                                           
47

 All the spelling and grammatical mistakes that are present in the quotations 

represent the educational level of the protagonist. 
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novel’s main theme is about politics since Sapphire exposes one of the 

most secretive taboos that is incest and in this case paternal and maternal 

incest and their outcomes. The insistence on both parents shows that their 

negligence is a source of pain to their supposedly beloved one. The 

representation of the father’s selfishness and the psychological disorders of 

the mother, who has not reacted to the abuses her daughter has been victim 

of ever since her young age and which occurred in front of her are 

praiseworthy. Instead, she becomes a triple perpetrator: first for non-

assistance to a person in danger; second for participating and third for 

psychologically harassing her daughter through accusing her of stealing her 

‘husband,’ who is actually Precious’ father.   

Readers might be astonished to see that a character deals with all 

these issues. They might be unable to believe such a story, but this is a real 

story. This theme may seem shocking and new at the same time. Indeed, 

talking about sexual assaults such as rape is still a taboo let alone incest. 

Incest is very common in any community be it black or white. However, it 

is not apparent as nearly no one dares to talk about it. This is the main 

reason why statistics and studies about this subject are not always available 

or updated. Treating such topic is a very daring move knowing that the 

writer herself has suffered from this assault and at the same time she 

worked within facilities dedicated to the victims of incest and rape. It is for 

this reason that the novel is well documented. Thus, authenticity is 

achieved. Once it is achieved, it secures the widespread of the story with 

the ability to heel and prevent similar events from happening. 

 Sapphire writes in order to change the status quo and this is what 

makes her writing politically incorrect. She sheds light on a subject that is 

still ignored because people know its existence and tacitly choose to live as 

if it did not exist.  Through her style of writing, she manages to portray a 

microcosm of a community through her illustration of Precious in her 

environment. She shows and tells the truth as it is. In certain cases, she may 

seem rude or too daring. However, that’s the technique she uses to expose 

taboos to shock in order to change the perception of things: 

I was left back when I was twelve because 

I had a baby for my fahver. That was in 

1983. I was out of school for a year. This 

gonna be my second baby. My daughter 
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got Down Sinder. She's retarded. I had got 

left back in the second grade too, when I 

was seven, 'cause I couldn't read (and I still 

peed on myself)….I got suspended from 

school 'cause I'm pregnant which I don't 

think is fair. I ain' did nothin'!. My name is 

Claireece Precious Jones. I don't know why 

I'm telling you that. Guess 'cause I don't 

know how far I'm gonna go with this story, 

or whether it's even a story or why I'm 

talkin'; whether I'm gonna start from the 

beginning or right from here or two weeks 

from now. Two weeks from now? Sure you 

can do anything when you talking or 

writing, it's not like living when you can 

only do what you doing. Some people tell a 

story 'n it don't make no sense or be true. 

But I'm gonna try to make sense and tell 

the truth, else what's the fucking use? Ain' 

enough lies and shit out there already? 

(Sapphire 3)  

Through Precious’ situation, Sapphire has surfaced multiple problems such 

as, incest, poverty, education, devastated families, illegitimate children, 

homosexuality, AIDS and teenage pregnancy.  

All of these issues revolve around two racial subjects (mainly 

Black and Latino) and a gender subject (female) within the realm of life 

problems along with the importance of education. The success of this novel 

has stipulated the interest of movie producers interested in it and 

contributed to its widespread. By the same token, the universality of 

Sapphire’s political stand is important. Taking an African American girl 

with all her stigmas as a model contradicts previous novels where other 

African Americans writers have tried to embellish the image of African 

American women. This is exactly what caused Sapphire some troubles 

because her novel was perceived as tarnishing the image and reputation of 

the black man and the black race. 
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 The omnipresence of orality throughout the whole novel grants it 

its performative aspect. The novel becomes a spoken story rather than a 

written one where the protagonist writes her confessions, which are mainly 

about the assaults and abuses she is victim of and how she struggles to cure 

herself in order to lead a normal and descent life. Through her diary, the 

reader can feel her moral and intellectual ascension despite all the obstacles 

she finds in her way:  

I big, I talk, I eats, I cooks, I laugh, I watch 

TV do what my mother say. But I can see 

when the picture come back I don’t exist. 

Don’t nobody want me. Don’t nobody need 

me…I’m alive inside. A bird is my heart. 

Mama dady is not win. I’m winning…He 

my shiny brown boy. In his beauty I see 

my own. (Sapphire 31,131,140) 

Through, this passage, one can feel the psychological change of Precious, 

and more importantly, her progress at the level of language and writing. 

The third aspect of minor literature, according to Deleuze and 

Gattari, is that “everything takes a collective value…Indeed the scarcity of 

talent is in fact beneficial and allows the conception of something other 

than literature of masters”(Deleuze and Guattari 17). The choice of the 

major character who is at the same time the narrator, since the novel is 

under the shape of a diary is a well studied choice because giving voice to 

someone, who has been deprived from it and who belongs to a poor social 

environment is a very difficult move. To break from the usual and 

standardized language is not that simple. Manipulating language to the 

extent of giving the impression of being illiterate requires a lot of skills.   

Even though it may seem that there is “a scarcity of talent,” the 

writer is able to lure the reader into believing everything said, and more 

importantly, steering his/her sympathy. Giving the floor to the marginalized 

to talk about themselves is a wise choice. It has not to be considered as a 

caricature. It is a serious representation reinforcing the characterizations of 

minor literature. In this case, the real talent is the ability to represent and 

give a faithful image of a certain category of people, who are neglected and 

often invisible to the majority. To demarcate themselves and insist on their 
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superiority in comparison to the other races, the canon writers as they name 

themselves have created a dichotomy between their writings and that of all 

the rest qualifying them as minor writers.  

African Americans cultivated and encouraged this separation 

through breaking from everything that characterizes the white tradition. 

Thus, they become visible through their refusal to assimilate and be bidden 

by the same rules of whites. They have departed from the white literary 

tradition because they have considered the fact of following their traces in 

terms of writing is a new form of enslavement. However, this time it would 

be their fault because they have chosen to be viewed as such. For them, 

writing is a tool of resistance against the white oppressor, who took 

everything from them. Their only way to resist is to impose themselves 

through writing the way they know best that is according to their oral 

traditions: the tradition of storytelling. According to Nunes, “the inclusion 

of the oral in the written work is an integral part of recovering folk speech 

and culture and validating oral history.” (66) Writing becomes political as it 

is one of the ways to assert their identity and recover different aspects of it 

such as speech and history.  

Conclusion 

 The dichotomy between minor literature and canon literature has 

been created by the privileged and all those who consider themselves 

superior to the black race and any other minority. It has taken the writers 

belonging to marginalized categories a lot of effort to impose their style of 

writing especially African American women, who had to face white men 

and women along with black men. 

 By discriminating against minor writers, canon writers have 

created a separation that has contributed into revealing the talents of 

African American writers to the world.  Thus, canon writers provided them 

with a tool to demarcate their style of writing from one that does not 

represent them. Minor and canon literature are only ways of categorization 

and separation between two styles at the surface level. However, if one digs 

deeper, one will find that these are two different ways of representation. 

Diversity is the only thing that matters. It adds to the richness of the field of 

literature. Both categories are full of creativity and continue to challenge 

each other. Thus, these two categories are in reality one that comes under 
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the label of world literature. The two ways of writing contribute to giving a 

more concrete and global image of the world: an image that illustrates the 

different facets of the world race and the various perspectives of the same 

story.. Both categories are historicizing what has been lost and can only be 

partially retrieved through writing. 
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“Voicing the Self in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were 

Watching God” 

Cyrine Kortas, University of Sousse 

***** 

Introduction 

Their Eyes Were Watching God traces the life and struggle of the 

female protagonist Janie Crawford to reach self-autonomy in a racist and 

sexist society at the turn of the twentieth century. The novel signals the 

protagonist’s emotional and spiritual awareness through her various marital 

experiences that permit Janie to acknowledge and identify her black 

femininity manifested in gaining her own voice to tell her story. It is within 

the paradigm of crossing boundaries between orality and textuality, as 

separate yet compatible disciplines of knowledge transfer, that the novel 

can be situated. In this context, interdisciplinarity involves the combination 

of two or more academic or artistic disciplines and forms. It is about 

creating textual métissage through crossing the boundaries that set the 

different disciplines apart as viewed by Klein, who explains that 

interdisciplinarity is “concerned with the production of new knowledge” 

(qtd in Salter and Hearn 28). It is a knowledge based on “the gradual 

erosion of boundaries of the special branch [or discipline]” (qtd in Salter 

and Hearn 30). The novel under study adeptly blends features of black 

American folk culture along with western narrative style that was meant to 

reshape, contain, but not to silence her African-American tradition. 

  It has been acknowledged that fiction deals with fixed structures; 

however, poststructuralist theories of textuality “has come to [assert] a 

human-made structure [can] never be natural or given” (Hutcheon 62). 

Such unfixedness proves the fluidity of text such as Their Eyes. In this 

context, Lorraine Bethel points to “the rich oral legacy of Black female 

storytelling and myth-making that has its roots in Afro-American culture” 

with which Hurston enlivens her narrative technique (12). Such 

enlivenment stems from the writer’s understanding of black American 

artistic creation that demands an awareness of the intersection of orality and 

textuality, which justifies this paper’s interest in fathoming elements of 



Cyrine Kortas 

211 
 

fiction, storytelling, and music when exploring the allocation of race and 

gender in the formation protagonist’s personal identity. 

Keeping in tune with the major concern of the New Negro artist, 

Hurston explores the story of Janie Crawford, who pursues a quest for self-

definition. Though she ends up lonely as she loses her three husbands, Janie 

acquires a spiritual and cultural awareness manifested in her growing sense 

of independent femininity. She leaves Eatonville a burdened soul to return 

a blossoming woman, who has gone through tiring experiences to gain a 

voice of her own to share her story. Her journey is fuelled by a longing for 

pure love that will help her pear tree blossoming. Hence, the main thematic 

concern of the novel is to unveil a unique experience of self-discovery. 

Janie must find the grounds of her being, that is to say, a particular source 

of value that transcends the structures of a racist and sexist society. This 

source is related to a black cultural heritage that influences the narrative. 

Being aware of the fact that “a full and coherent being occurs most 

intensely (…) at the instant of ‘hearing oneself speak,’” (Derrida 80), 

Hurston creates and affirms the importance of the spoken speech as a 

revelation of the self.  Yet, she aims at saving and tracing back in an 

endless manner that self by framing it within the paradigm of the western 

written text. By bringing them together, Hurston aims at transgressing 

boundaries between the spoken and written speech. In fact, the western 

mode of narration engulfs, but never silences the African American 

tradition of orality. It is an African tradition rooted in echoing the stories of 

the Eatonville dwellers. 

Being a committed writer to the cause of her people, Hurston 

launched an anthropological study of the stories of her native town, 

Eatonville, Florida, in an attempt to bring together the shattered pieces of a 

communal memory in Eatonville Anthology that would develop later on 

into her breaking-through novel Their Eyes were Watching God. The 

uniqueness of her novel stems from Hurston’s ability to merge orality and 

textuality in such a harmonious blend that generates criticism from 

different fronts. Simply put, Hurston adeptly intertwines features of oral 

black culture along with the written word in such a way that permits her to 

transcend the linearity and fixedness of the written script through the 

omnipresence of rhythm, sound and vividness of blackness. Hence, the 

narrative texture is an amalgamation of orality and the written novel that 
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arises from the oral tradition of storytelling and music that grants the novel 

its lyrical quality.  

Interestingly, Hurston shares a  common interest in depicting black 

American characters as seekers of self-hood and independence within the 

paradigm of a hybrid narrative structure that celebrates the oral quality of 

their black heritage along with the traditional western narrative techniques. 

The oral quality of the text stands not simply as a stylistic device that 

testifies of the writer’s skillfulness, but also as a novel thematic polarity. 

The elements of orality, ranging from a full description of communal 

storytelling, call-and-response preaching and singing, go back in time to the 

era of slavery when these oral interactions used to help slaves to remember 

their past and thereby to re-member, to heal both themselves and their 

fractured community (LaCapra 89). The fictional world of Their Eyes 

originates from the rural area of Eatonville, where folk culture and custom 

spring from the oral traditions of slavery. The novel aims at establishing a 

sort of continuity with the past, celebrating therefore a growing sense of 

community. Together, they join in telling and singing their lives, pains, and 

aspirations. Hurston initiates a healing process through Janie’s various love 

experiences that surpass the fictional world to include the reader, who 

becomes an active agent decoding the novel’s implicit messages. The novel 

is therefore perceived as “a simulated orality” that grants the text an 

everlasting quality and potential resulting from the blending of the 

spirituality of orality and the physical reality of the written word. Standard 

English permits Hurston to textualise the black dialect in such a manner 

that renders the novel a “hybrid,” as signaled out by Edward Dauterisch, “a 

form of expression, which actively uses the combination of different 

traditions to create something new and distinctively African-American” 

(qtd in Scarry  26).  

 Hurston’s representation of the rural life of Eatonville is conveyed 

through the blending of Standard English along with Black English dialect: 

It takes money tuh feel pretty women. Dey gets uh lovish uh talk? 

Not leik mine. Dey loves to hear me talk because dey can’t under-

stand it. Mah co-talking I too deep. Too much co to it. (Their Eyes 

59) 
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These different cultural epitomes are gathered to “give rise to something 

different, something new and unrecognizable, a new era of negotiating 

meaning and representation” (Bhabha 211). The following hybridity results 

not simply in accumulating new representations and meanings, but most 

importantly in challenging certain concepts such as the linearity of the 

written text. The circularity of Their Eyes is conveyed by Janie’s departure 

from and return to Eatonville. Such circularity permits for both writer and 

character to overcome the constraints of the print form and undermine the 

fixedness of time and history. The text is flowing in a blues-like manner.  

The musicality of the text can be further explained by the use of the 

vernacular. Richard Wright concludes his work “Blueprint of Negro 

Writing” with the assertion that “[i]f black writers turned to their own 

vernacular traditions … black literature could be as original and as 

compelling as black music and folklore” (qtd in Gates and McKay xxxiv). 

The elements of orality range from the omnipresence of the vernacular, 

music and repeated scenes. Orality is conveyed by the rhythmic tone of 

narration that accentuates a musical background put into effect from the 

very beginning of the narrative action.  

     To capture the black vernacular of the American South, Hurston 

resorted to the blues as a background of her novel in such a skillful manner 

that renders the story a blues-like song: 

Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board. For some they 

come in with the tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, 

never out of sight, never landing until the watcher  turns his eyes 

away in resignation, his dreams mocked to death by time. (Their 

Eyes 2) 

In these opening lines, Hurston recreates the essence of blues music in a 

narrative style. She does not simply explore the major concerns of a blues 

song, but she also manages to evoke the gloomy mode of such music. In 

replicating the world of music in her narrative, Hurston brings to life the 

very essence of black folk culture. 

The orality of the text is reinforced through a repetition of 

particular scenes that accentuate the vividness of the text. The repetition of 

these scenes, namely, “mule talk,” “mock burial” and “courtship-talk,” 

aims at exploring the theme of self-recognition. Indeed, these repeated 
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scenes have tacitly been associated with Janie’s search for her own voice. 

Hence, Janie’s journey is not a journey in time, but it is rather a process that 

involves representation and evaluation of a series of experiences and 

images that will trigger the process of self-construction conditioned with 

the acquisition of a voice of her own (Wolff 30).These scenes accentuate 

the importance of voice: “They were with tongues cocked and loaded, the 

only real weapon left to weak folks. The only killing tool they were 

allowed in the presence of white folks” (Their Eyes 275). There is no 

reality except that of the voice, of the vernacular and of the spoken 

utterance which are perquisite for both survival and resistance as a 

guarantee to self-formation. 

In the fictional world of the rural Eatonville reside people such as 

Janie whose struggles against the anxieties of the past and the expectations 

of society as integral components of their search to come to terms with their 

blackness. In such a world wrapped in anxiety and fear, Janie strives to gain 

a voice of her own. She has to reconcile herself with her slave- born 

grandmother’s anxieties on the one hand, and the demands and expectations 

of her three successive husbands, on the other hand. The importance of 

these characters stems not simply from their thematic function as triggers of 

Janie’s journey of self-discovery, but most importantly from their folkloric 

dimension. In her study of the folkloric aspect of the novel, Mary Helen 

Washington argues that the “black frame of reference is achieved in Mrs 

Hurston’s novel in two ways: First, the used language is authentic dialect of 

black rural life; Second, the characters are firmly rooted in black culture” 

(qtd in Benesch 628). Logan Killicks, Joe Starks, and Tea Cake Wood are 

immersed in black American folkloric tradition. Each of these characters 

represents a particular phase of black history in America. For instance, 

Logan illustrates the heritage of slavery with his underestimating attitude 

towards women who are viewed as a labor tool or human cattle to toil the 

field and assure his financial independence: 

‘Janie!’ Logan called harshly. ‘Come help me move dis manure 

pile 

          befo’ de sun gits hot. You don’t take a bit of interest in dis place. 

            ‘Tain’t no use in foolin’ round in dat kitchen all day long.’ (Their  

             Eyes 25)  
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The pattern of an old man marrying a young girl is very common in black 

American folk stories.  

The disillusioned Janie flees her wretched existence with Logan to 

fall again for another wrong person, namely, Joe Starks. She has to face the 

unfulfilled promises of an endless love as soon as they marry. Janie 

discovers in Joe, the self-made middle-class man, an intimidating man who 

considers a wife a doll, a decorating object reflecting his success. He 

repeatedly claims: “Ah God” in an attempt to control and silence his wife. 

She remains in the shadow of his authorial voice, unable to participate in 

the talk show at the porch. However, after twenty fruitless years of 

marriage and submission, Janie stops Jody from “big voic[ing] her” and 

uses instead the “dozens” to offend him publically: “Naw, Ah ain’t no 

young gal no mo’but den ah ain’t no old woman neither. Ah reckon Ah 

looks mah age too. But Ah know it. Dat’s uh whole lot more’n you kin say. 

You big-bellies round here and put out a lot of brag, but ‘tain’t nothin’ to it 

but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’‘bout me lookin’old! When you pull 

down yo’ britches, you look lak de change uh life” (Their Eyes 122-23). 

She mocks him claiming that he is only keen at talk. She simply “rob[s] 

him of his illusion of irresistible maleness that all men cherish” (123). 

After Jody’s death, Janie meets the road musician Tea Cake Woods 

with whom she finds a compatibly enriching and loving relationship. 

Accordingly, she is encouraged to embark on her liberating journey. Her 

existence takes a serious twist when meeting Tea Cake, whose character 

evokes the black folk hero Stackolee, known as the “bad nigger” by slave-

owners as they were afraid of him, according to the folklorist Alan 

Dundes:“He was equipped with the spirit and will to overcome the heinous 

system [of slavery]” (qtd in  Ferguson 191). Standing in the face of 

wretchedness and misery, Stackolee was labeled a folk hero as he stole 

from and irritated the plantation owners. Yet, in a modern context, the folk 

hero becomes “bad, daring, and flamboyant,” as suggested by Daryl 

Cumber Dance in Shuckin’ and Jivin’ (qtd in Ferguson 192). The hero’s 

potential for goodness is marred by poverty and want.  

Shortly after their marriage, Tea Cake steals two hundred dollars 

from Janie’s purse and spends the money on gambling. Later, he apologizes 

claiming that he simply wants to experience how it felt like to have money 

and be rich. Despite his defects, Janie loves him and forgives him as she 
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still sees goodness in him: “He could be a bee to a blossom” (Their Eyes 

161). Through her love experiences, Janie pursues a dream of a bee helping 

her pear tree to blossom, and the closest character to play this role is 

thought to be Tea Cake. Both Logan and Jody are also associated with the 

image of the bee, which creates a sort of repetition at the level of structure 

and asserts the circularity of the narrative framework. These features are 

derived from the black folk tradition.  

The repeated images and representations allow a systemized 

synthesis of two artistic principles that stem from two different cultural 

backgrounds tremendously influencing Hurston’s artistic creation. Being an 

African American, Zora Neal Hurston, along with other New Negro artists, 

expressed a double consciousness that originated from their American as 

well as African roots. This doubleness is evoked in the traditional linearity 

of the western mode of narration that permits both writer and reader to trace 

the development and progress of the protagonist as well as the exploration 

of African folkloric elements that enlivens the process of narration and 

roots the story in the cultural tradition of blackness. The defining element 

of an African folkloric heritage is marked by a repeated structure of rise 

and fall of Janie’s expectations of her various love relationships. Hence, the 

circularity and orality of the novel help Janie’s in her quest toward self-

definition. 

The circularity of the novel is most apparent through Janie’s return 

to Eaton after her spiritual journey into life and experience. She returns 

with the aim to share her story with her intimate friend Pheoby. She 

constructs her story in a call-and-response structure that reminds us of the 

very rhythmic paradigm of a blues’ song. Such an organizing principle 

“enables traditional black folk to achieve the unified state of balance or 

harmony which is fundamental to the traditional African world view” 

(Smithernan 104). Indeed, the call-and-response structure of the novel 

establishes a harmonious relationship between the storyteller and the 

listener. The harmony necessitates therefore a selective choice of the 

listener, which explains Janie’s choice of her old and intimate friend 

Pheoby. Earlier in the novel, Janie rejects to tell her story either to her 

husbands or to the “Mighty mouths” of Eatonville.  

The choice of Pheoby bestows on the scene a sacred and a 

confession-like dimension. The spontaneity of the act stems from the 
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interest in telling not a straight forward plot, but rather in collecting and 

remembering various episodes of Janie’s life. The circularity of the novel 

will permit Janie to live over and over again her different experiences. “He 

could never be dead until she herself had finished feeling and thinking” 

(Their Eyes 286). As one can easily infer, the past is neither lost nor 

forgotten. It is re-lived. The importance of this technique in story telling is 

meant to trace the roots of blackness deep in history and to establish a sense 

of continuity. The written text becomes therefore a locus of unearthed 

memories and stories as well as a manifestation of Janie’s own voice and 

body.  

The choice of the back porch is also significant. Unlike her 

grandmother who “wanted to preach a great semen about colored women 

sitting on a high pulpit” (Their Eyes 31), yet remarkably failed as “they 

wasn’t no pulpit for me” (Their Eyes 32), Janie chooses a very intimate 

place and a face to face position at the back of her shop. Where Nanny 

fails, Janie succeeds. Her success is conveyed through Pheoby’s final 

words: “Ah done growed ten feet higher from just listening tuh you, Janie. 

Ah ain’t satisfied wid mah self. No mo. Ah means tuh make San take me 

fishin’ wid him after this” (Their Eyes 284). The success of her story is not 

simply due to the lessons it preaches, but most importantly to the closeness 

and privacy of the setting that further intensifies the sacred dimension of 

storytelling. The choice of the black porch permits Janie to change Nanny’s 

white metaphor of the pulpit into a “black metonymy” (Howard 96).  

  Another prominent feature of orality of Their Eyes is the repetition 

of certain scenes. “Actions are turned into scenes which embody 

recognitions” (Frydman 29). The repetition of scenes, such as “the mule 

talk” or “the mock burial,” is structured around self-recognition and 

realization. They also bring forth the image of the mule as an eminent 

object of identification in an African cultural milieu. In the collective 

memory, the image of the mule is associated with strength, stubbornness 

and unpredictability that would always surprise the white man and prove 

that he is misjudging the black man’s potential: 

Ah does feed’im. He’s jus’ too mean tuh git fat. He 

stay poor rawbony jus’ fuh spite. Skeered he’ll hafta 

work some”.  
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“Yeah, you feeds’im. Feeds’im offa’come up’ and 

seasons it wid raw-hide.” 

 “Does feed de ornery Varmint! Don’t keer whut Ah 

do Ah can’t git long wid’im. He fights every inch in 

front uh de plow, and even lay back his ears tuh kick 

and bite when Ah go in de stall tuh feed him. (Their 

Eyes 83) 

A determining scene, according to Benesch, is that of the “mock 

burial”. It plays a significant role in the course of narration as it highlights a 

satirical moment in the novel by exposing Joe Starks’ intolerant behavior 

on the one hand, and foreshadows his own death on the other hand (633). 

Hence, the importance of the scene stems from bringing together a fictional 

device along with a folk tale aspect in a crafted manner: “Out in the swamp 

they made great ceremony over the mule. They mocked everything human 

in death. Starks led off with a great eulogy on our departed citizens and the 

grief he left behind him and the people loved the speech” (Their Eyes 95). 

At the end of the burial when the corpse is left to the buzzards, the animals 

in a sort of call-and response not only mock his greediness and veracity, but 

also anticipate his own death, when wondering “What killed the man? The 

chorus answered: ‘Bare, bare, fat’” (Their Eyes 97).  

The repetition of “bare” is very telling as it alludes to a shallow and 

presumptuous character, simply to be reinforced later on with Janie’s claim 

that “he is all talk.” The repetition also serves to highlight the dynamic 

quality of black oral tradition. The significance of the scene originates from 

the hyperbolic and dramatic use of the language. The complexity of the 

scene stands forth as a materialization of the adequate blending of African 

and Western literary and cultural elements. Among the other interesting 

images explored in the novel are those of trees and horizons. Joe Starks 

“spoke for far horizon. He spoke for change and chance” (Their Eyes 28).  

It is this very horizon that inspires Janie into embarking on her quest for 

self-discovery. The repeated images of an outside world at the outskirts of 

Eatonville awaiting Janie are associated with the belief in a better future 

when acquiring self-definition. It is this kind of future that black Americans 

have always been striving to gain. Hence, these images are meant to serve a 

higher purpose that immerses the work in its historical and ideological 
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world so as to evoke a world not simply of dancing and singing, but of 

complex existential experiences. 

The novel therefore delves into the realm of self-discovery from 

feminine lenses. It gives rise to a female voice to expose and explore a 

unique experience of self-formation. Hence, the narration is meant to color 

Janie’s search for her identity and individuality. The text lends itself to a 

feminist reading that considers it a gospel of a distinct black American 

feminist theory that advocates social, cultural, and political needs of 

African American women. Black American women struggle for a voice of 

their own. This is paralleled by a racial quest for equality and freedom. 

Hurston has therefore championed a feminist literature that can match the 

perquisites of racial protest. Being a text of protest, Their Eyes condemns 

inter as well as intra-racial oppression and discrimination, enlightened by a 

redefinition of black womanhood. It is redefinition based on acceptance of 

blackness. In this regard, Janie’s sense of autonomy and self-identity are 

conditioned by her adhering to and immersing into her blackness. This 

entails her leadership of black women community in Eatonville (Jordan 

108). She returns after her spiritual   journey as “a teacher and an artist,” 

(108) as she starts “tell[ing] big stories herself” (Their Eyes 200). Reaching 

self-autonomy is epitomized in the scene when she willingly participates in 

the “dozens” turning a deaf ear to Joe’s intimidation.  

The pattern of rise and fall permits both writer and character to 

evoke and challenge a rigid patriarchal and racist society that views women 

as others and even objectifies and dehumanizes them. Driven by a dream-

like fantasy of a blooming tree, Janie “[flees] an unfulfilling, mule-driving 

Logan, to stay with an emotionally destructive Jody;” to finally enjoy an 

emancipating and unconditional love with Tea Cake. She grows stronger 

and more confident as she claims “Ah ain’t no young gal” (Their Eyes 

122). Her confidence derives from her desire to undergo experience, face 

failure and most importantly to leave an established social position. She 

chooses love and freedom over security and subordination. She gives up on 

her “traditional female nurturing role” to assure her own survival (Ferguson 

191). Her survival is conditioned by answering a call, it is that of love: “All 

Janie wants is to love, to be loved, and to share the life of her man. But, she 

first must find a man wise enough to let her be whatever kind of woman 

she wants to be”(qtd in Jordan 109).  
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The wise man evoked in the above quotation is a man who allows 

Janie to tell her story by helping her tree to blossom. Yet, none of her three 

husbands succeeds to be wiser. They meet her instead with violence and 

underestimation, even Tea Cake the one supposed to free her. Janie 

transcends the pain of disillusionment and seeks shelter in a higher form of 

expression, “that oldest human longing,” (Their Eyes 18) that of 

storytelling. It is in telling her journey that she blossoms, reaches self-

definition and endorses both her femininity (both her and not both of!!!) 

and blackness. Thus, the bee she has been chasing on the road of life and 

love is nothing but the very act of telling her own story. Being a quester, 

Janie actively participates in telling a story that stretches out to meet both 

the individual and the communal. Interestingly, the process of storytelling 

was fuelled by Pheoby’s desire and hunger to listen to her friend’s story.   

The text proves to be a feminine attempt into establishing a new 

vision of black aesthetics in which women play an important role. In this 

respect, Stewart Brown describes the role of black women in the oral 

tradition as that of “a conduct of myth and legend,”(xxvii) suggesting 

therefore that storytelling is female writers’ most important contribution to 

“verbal arts”. Female writers are presented as protectors and holders of 

African culture as they are the ones responsible for its preservation and 

transmission to future generation, which explains Hurston’s selective 

choice of female characters to be in charge of the process of storytelling.  

It is through the vividness of her voice that Janie embodies her 

quest, her joy and her pain. It is a pain that testifies of the tacit link between 

gender and ethnicity as evoked by Janie as the speaking subject and 

Hurston as the narrator of the novel. Both writer and character highlight the 

difficulties of speaking across gender and races. Hurston falls within the 

tradition of ethnic female writers who struggle to transfer their silence into 

speech: “For silence to transform into speech, sounds and words, it must 

first traverse through our female bodies. For the body is to give birth to 

utterance, the human entity must recognize itself as carnal skin, muscles, 

entrails, brain, belly. Because our bodies have been stolen, brutalized, or 

numbed, it is difficult to speak from/through them”(qtd in Scarry 283). 

Janie manages to overcome the pain of silence by embracing her 

femininity along with her blackness. She comes to embody her voice as she 

has established her feminine black American voice by telling her own story 
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in the African tradition practiced by the people of Eatonville. Hurston has 

therefore remained faithful to a black tradition that displayed women as the 

seekers and holders of the community’s values and voices. 

  A feminist reading of the text identifies storytelling as a cultural 

and artistic device to delve into the labyrinth of the Black self and 

community. It also accentuates the role and importance of women as 

holders of blackness. Their Eyes is a novel that transcends the limits of 

linearity and repression. By weaving texuality and orality, Hurston 

transcends the fixedness of the written text on the one hand, and assures the 

survival of the oral tradition of her black people on the other hand. It is an 

atemporal progressive novel that celebrates love as the fuel for self-

discovery and realization. The novel transcends the limits of a personal 

experience to bring on a communal awakening of black culture as a 

primary source of identity formation. The aim of the following paper is to 

show how black American women writers, such as, Zora Neal Hurston has 

embarked on cultural journeys to find out about themselves and the world 

they live in.  
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