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CONSTRUCTING POSTCOLONIAL MIGRANT IDENTITIES IN 

SALMAN RUSHDIE’S THE SATANIC VERSES 

 

 
Mariana Boeru 

Mircea cel Bătrân Naval Academy, Constanţa 

 

 
Abstract: This essay looks at how the identity of the modern postcolonial migrant 

is articulated across the coordinates of the postcolonial nation, the imperial center and 

cultural and personal consciousness. The purpose of this paper is to scrutinize the condition 

of the migrant self, its representations and misrepresentations as thematized by Salman 

Rushdie‟s The Satanic Verses. It seems that Rushdie proposes a demonic state of the migrant 

as a man fallen from grace, someone who has willingly severed his ties with the “paradise” 

of unbroken and unquestioned national identity and has entered a state of “rootlessness”, of 

not belonging. Therefore, it might be argued that the novel resolves to kill the essence of the 

pure, “untranslated” self only to reassert it as hybridity and mongrelization. A postmodern 

novelist like Rushdie is bound to reject as mere fiction the integrity of both the communitarian 

and the migrant subject.  In his view, the self is necessarily fragmented - a construct of bits of 

ideals, perceptions, desires and beliefs, cultures, histories, and traditions, in one word, a 

hybrid. Moreover, the novel shows that the migrant, in the very process of moving, of crossing 

over, redefines the old traditional territorial boundaries, maps and divisions, especially the 

cultural ones. Therefore, both the location of culture (in Homi Bhabha‟s terms) and the 

location of the migrant identity are now to be found in the interstitial and the global.  

Keywords: migrant, identity, hybridity, postcoloniality, metropolis  

 

1. Flying, Fall, Death, and Rebirth. The Element of Air.  

 
The discussion of the migrant trope in The Satanic Verses is articulated 

along two lines: 1) the discussion of the nature and constituency of the 

migrant self, based on the two prototype characters Saladin Chamcha and 

Gibreel Farishta and 2) the extrapolation of the first discussion into the 

social and political reality of the immigrants in Britain, in the 1980s.  

The novel bears an epigraph from Daniel Defoe‘s The Political 

History of the Devil as Well Ancient as Modern which announces some of 

the key themes to be developed in the novel:  

Satan, being thus confined to a vagabond, wandering, unsettled 

condition, is without any certain abode; for though he has, in 

consequence of his angelic nature, a kind of empire in the liquid waste 

or air, yet this is certainly part of his punishment, that he is…without 
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any fixed place, or space, allowed him to rest the sole of his foot upon. 

(The Satanic Verses 1)  

On the one hand, there is the traditional Miltonian motif of the fall 

from Heaven and on the other hand there is the idea of the devil as a migrant, 

as a wonderer through the air.  If one connects the epigraph to the beginning 

of the novel in which Saladin and Chamcha are shown in the very act of 

falling from the sky, more precisely from the high-jacked airplane which had 

just been blown up over London by Sikh terrorists, then the mood and the 

direction in which the novel will move become at once clear. From the very 

beginning we are informed, by Gibreel‘s song, that the migrant self is 

constituted in the act of dying and being reborn and that the element of death 

and rebirth is that of air.  

Before discussing the constituency of the migrant self, the choice of 

space needs to be examined. Rushdie chooses air because it is symbolical of 

the migrant‘s ―transcendental homelessness‖ (Lukacs 61) and because he 

believes air to be one of ―the defining locations‖ of the twentieth/twenty-first 

centuries:  

that soft, imperceptible field which had been made possible by the 

century and which, thereafter, made the century possible, becoming 

one of its defining locations, the place of movement and of war, the 

planet-shrinker and power-vacuum, most insecure and transitory of 

zones, illusory, discontinuous, metamorphic,—because when you 

throw everything up in the air anything becomes possible. (The 

Satanic Verses 5) 

It is quite apparent that air is the site and enabler of the globalization 

process, a site of confusions (see the jet lag of the people who fly long 

distances) and illusions of metamorphoses just because in the air ―anything 

becomes possible‖. Therefore, it is possible for Gibreel and Saladin to 

survive both the airplane explosion and their subsequent fall and successful 

landing at Hastings. Moreover air acquires several main implications in the 

novel: 1) it makes people and things happen, materialize but also 

dematerialize (see the airplane explosion or Gbreel‘s disappearance off the 

Bolywood scene ―into thin air‖); 2) it means void, emptiness as in the 

expressions ―into/out of thin air‖ ―into/out of the blue‖ or Gibreel‘s 

realization that when he was calling upon Allah to save him from his illness 

he was ―talking to thin air, that there was nobody there at all‖ (The Satanic 

Verses 30); 3) it means the very essence of the human being, that is material 

and immaterial at the same time, physical and spiritual, existent and non-

existent, Gibreel‘s note upon his leaving Bollywood being quite revelatory in 

this sense: ―We are creatures of air, Our roots in dreams And clouds, reborn 
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In flight‖ (The Satanic Verses 13). As it can be easily noticed there is a 

reversal of traditional tropes in the novel. While ground is traditionally seen 

to be the home of people, governed by the attraction of gravity, and death is 

seen as burial and mixture with the regenerative earth, as in the saying 

―ashes to ashes”, in Rushdie‘s novel the home of the migrant people is seen 

to be the element of air, this being the site of their death and rebirth at the 

same time. The concept of home for the migrant has become thus 

symbolically ephemeral and immaterial, without strict boundaries offering 

both the freedom to wander and the curse of rootlessness and instability.  

Therefore, in the immateriality of air, life is seen as travel, 

movement, crossing, flying through the air while death acquires Miltonian 

values of the fall. There are in fact numerous occurrences of movement in the 

novel. First of all we have the motif of flying by airplane as the most 

common means of long distance traveling in the global world. Saladin flies 

to and from India on several occasions, one of them being the spectacular 

and life transforming Bostan 420 flight from India to Britain. A subtle effect 

of irony is achieved when the name of the flight and its explosive end are 

associated with the meaning of Bostan which was in fact one of the two 

gardens in the Islamic Paradise. Saladin did fall from Paradise after all. 

Flying in The Satanic Verses does not occur only by means of aviation 

technology but also by the sheer power of the mind. Gibreel dreams of flying 

on several occasions among which as the bearer of the revolutionary Imam 

on his way back to Iran or as the Archangel Gibreel on mission to tropicalize 

and straighten out the apocalyptic metropolis of London. Moreover, 

machinery (a winch-operated chariot) as that on the set of the Bollywood 

production meant to bring Gibreel back on the cinema scene, is used to 

mimic flying with the devastating effects of enhancing Gibreel‘s delusional 

state. Flying is both real and modern and unreal and magical. Rekha 

Merchant‘s traveling on the flying carpet in a magic touch added to the 

realism of modern technology means that flying as a concept of movement 

through life, in time and space is both concrete and real and symbolical and 

spiritual, both a state of the body and a state of mind.  

In this airy context dying occurs either as a fall or as an ascent to 

one‘s death. Allie the mountain climber chooses to go to the top of the 

mountains to find true meaning. However, she insists on doing so without 

the supply of oxygen and against her flatfoot condition which sends knives 

in her legs and makes her walk like the Little Mermaid, another character 

who sought to changer her condition and find meaning above her native 

habitus. However, sadly and ironically enough, Allie, the valiant mountain 

climber, is denied permanent access to the rarefied truths and meanings on 

top of the mountains because she finally finds her death falling off an 

Everest, not the one that she dreamt of but the Everest Villas, the highest 

building in Bombay. Other deaths by fall include the death of Rekha 
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Merchant, Gibreel‘s first lover, who chooses to deal with the loss of 

Gibreel‘s love by taking off, together with her three children, from the very 

same Everest Villas that saw Allie‘s death. In fact, falling to death, in most 

cases, is a consequence of taking one‘s own life. Suicides just like Rekha‘s 

include Allie‘s father (jumping down an elevator shaft) and Pamela Lovelace 

Chamcha‘s (Saladin‘s wife) parents who committed suicide after going 

bankrupt by jumping off a building in London.   

Another facet of the fall is that of falling out of faith or rationality 

into thin air. This happens both to Gibreel and Allie. As she explains it to 

Gibreel:  

information got abolished sometime in the twentieth century, can't say 

just when; stands to reason, that's part of the information that got 

abolsh, abolished. Since then we've been living in a fairy-story. Got 

me? Everything happens by magic. Us fairies haven't a fucking notion 

what's going on. So how do we know if it's right or wrong? We don't 

even know what it is. So what I thought was, you can either break 

your heart trying to work it all out, or you can go sit on a mountain, 

because that's where all the truth went, believe it or not, it just upped 

and ran away from these cities where even the stuff under our feet is 

all made up, a lie, and it hid up there in the thin thin air… (The 

Satanic Verses 323–324) 

Gibreel falls into insanity the minute he stops believing in Allah. 

More than just the loss of faith it is actually an acute sensation of the 

postmodern foundation-less world in which there are no certainties to rest 

your foot on but only vertigo and insecurity. Rushdie characterizes the 

postmodern age as:  

This rejection of totalized explanations is the modern condition. [. . .] 

The elevation of the quest for the Grail over the Grail itself, the 

acceptance that all that is solid has melted into air
1
, that reality and 

morality are not givens but imperfect human constructs, is the point 

from which fiction begins. This is what J. F. Lyotard called, in 1979, 

La Condition Postmoderne. (Imaginary Homelands 422) 

The space of air is the site of movement, death but also rebirth. 

Airplanes are described by Rushdie as facilitating the rebirth of the migrant 

traveller. The imagery of airplanes connotes pregnancy and the process of 

giving birth. Thus airplanes are ―a seed-pod giving up its spores, an egg 

yielding its mystery‖, ―a flying womb‖ ―a metallic phallus‖ while the 

passengers are ―spermatozoa waiting to be spilt‖ (The Satanic Verses 41). 

The very airplane which explodes over London had a one hundred and 
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eleven day ―period of gestation‖ (of being in the highjackers‘ hands) during 

which the passengers were awaiting their rebirth. After the airplane is 

actually exploded by the terrorists, Gibreel and Saladin follow the same birth 

imagery by falling ―like bundles dropped by some carelessly open-beaked 

stork‖, Saladin descending ―head first, in the recommended position for 

babies entering the birth canal‖ (The Satanic Verses 5). Another interesting 

idea is that the characters enter the world through ―a cloud-walled tunnel‖, a 

birth canal that is also ―the hole that went to Wonderland‖, connecting 

Allie‘s idea that the earth beneath our feet has been ―made-up‖ and is a 

―fairy-land‖ where ―everything happens by magic‖. By falling into our world 

Saladin and Gibreel fall onto the Wonderland of lost meaning and faith. 

Rushdie even claims that Saladin and Gibreel‘s rebirth is actually a re-

enactment of the beginning of the world out of the immense nothingness: 

―out of thin air: a big bang, followed by falling stars. A universal beginning, 

a miniature echo of the birth of time‖ (The Satanic Verses 4). 

 

2. Migrant Metamorphoses 

 
Rebirth in The Satanic Verses acquires universal values which are also trans-

cultural and trans-religious:  

phoenix-from-ashes, the resurrection of Christ, the transmigration, at 

the instant of death of the soul of the Dalai Lama into the body of a 

newborn child [. . .] the avatars of Vishnu, the metamorphoses of 

Jupiter, who had imitated Vishnu by adopting the form of a bull; and 

so on [. . .]. (The Satanic Verses 85–86) 

More than just being intertextual cultural allusions, these images 

bring up the essence of the rebirth phenomenon which is metamorphosis. In 

their death, migrants lose their old selves, sever their ties with the past and 

emerge transformed. What they leave behind is: 

the debris of the soul, broken memories, sloughed-off selves, severed 

mother-tongues, violated privacies, untranslatable jokes, extinguished 

futures, lost loves, the forgotten meaning of hollow, booming words, 

land, belonging, home. (The Satanic Verses 4–5)  

 
or in Gillian Gane‘s words ―a litany of loss, disruption, and 

discontinuity‖ (23). 
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In the case of the two protagonists of the novel, they metamorphose 

into two fundamental, organizing and defining ideas for the human 

consciousness: evil and good, Satan and Angel. Does Rushdie want to makes 

us believe that they are two facets of the same coin, the self and the Shadow? 

Well, this is only the beginning of an argumentation discussed and enlarged 

below. It does however open with the binary of good and evil: 

Should we even say that these are two fundamentally different types 

of self? Might we not agree that Gibreel, for all his stage-names and 

performances; and in spite of born-again slogans, new beginnings, 

metamorphoses;—has wished to remain, to a large degree, 

continuous—that is, joined to and arising from his past;—that he 

chose neither near-fatal illness nor transmuting fall; that, in point of 

fact, he fears above all things the altered states in which his dreams 

leak into, and overwhelm, his waking self, making him that angelic 

Gibreel he has no desire to be;—so that his is still a self which, for our 

present purposes, we may describe as "true". . . whereas Saladin 

Chamcha is a creature of selected discontinuities, a willing re-

invention; his preferred revolt against history being what makes him, 

in our chosen idiom, "false"? And might we then not go on to say that 

it is this falsity of self that makes possible in Chamcha a worse and 

deeper falsity—call this "evil"—and that this is the truth, the door, that 

was opened in him by his fall?—While Gibreel, to follow the logic of 

our established terminology, is to be considered "good" by virtue of 

wishing to remain, for all his vicissitudes, at bottom, an untranslated 

man. (The Satanic Verses 441–442) 

What we have here is the moral opposition between the continuous 

and the discontinuous but not from Rushdie‘s point of view. He only imitates 

the essentialist discourse of nativists who condemn such departures and 

ruptures from one‘s identity and past as evil or ―cultural heresy
2
‖ Only then 

does he truly intervene and assert his position: 

But, and again but: this sounds, does it not, dangerously like an 

intentionalist fallacy?—Such distinctions, resting as they must on an 

idea of the self as being (ideally) homogeneous, non-hybrid, "pure,"—

an utterly fantastic notion!—cannot, must not, suffice. No! Let's rather 

say an even harder thing: that evil may not be as far beneath our 

surfaces as we like to say it is.—That, in fact, we fall towards it 

naturally, that is, not against our natures. (The Satanic Verses 442) 

These binary oppositions are in fact used to point out how the 

migrant identity is constructed, that is by internalization, synecdoche, 
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embodiment and representation. There are two directions to follow: more 

clearly, one of the two protagonists, continues his old self by exacerbating it 

into a greater category. This is the case of Gibreel, who basked in his 

mother‘s stories about him being her angel (i.e. Farishta) and later on 

identified himself with the religious characters he played therefore, 

metamorphosing into the Archangel. Moreover, the divine nature of 

Gibreel‘s new persona is also fed by the world of Bollywood who raised him 

on a pedestal of superstardom and in the act of adulation prompted his divine 

paranoia. Gibreel is the archetype of the continuous self who wishes to 

remain unchanged by his passage in the world. He believes his self to be 

unitary, unbroken by migration, a true representative of his culture of folk 

stories and Bollywood mythology only to be exaggerated into something 

more, larger than life, divine. The divine nature of Gibreel‘s newly found 

form is actually a result of that part of the ex-colonial world which views its 

status and mission as the force of reclaiming and preserving a utopic 

―compact‖, truly Indian identity. This attitude is satirized by Rushdie who 

wishes to show that such a narrative of unity and national identity is 

fallacious at its very core. Gibreel is no more a ―true‖ man than Saladin the 

devil. Gibreel‘s values as images of the whole (through stories, songs, 

movies, clothes, language, etc.) and his claims to be the representative of a 

politically, ideologically and culturally organic community are shattered into 

irrelevance by the very fact that he is a composite product of that 

community‘s own assumptions (stories, narratives) about itself. He is a 

character in the great India movie about itself as he is a character (that of the 

Archangel) in humanity‘s other great narrative: religion. Even Rushdie 

admits that he created Gibreel from bits and pieces of Indian real life actors:  

the character of Gibreel himself is a mixture of two or three types of 

Indian movie star. There was in the forties a Muslim actor, a very big 

star at the time, who did somehow get away with playing major Hindu 

divinities and because he was so popular it was not a problem. And it 

was interesting to me that mega-stardom allowed you to cross those 

otherwise quite fraught religious frontiers. So there was a bit of that in 

Gibreel. And then there was an element of the big South Indian movie 

stars, a bit of Rama Rao. And finally there was a large bit of the 

biggest movie star in India for the last fifteen or twenty years, 

Amitabh Bachchan. (Brians 8) 

Thus, Gibreel‘s identity construction is based on synecdoche (as a 

part he is symbolic of the whole), internalization (he assumes the identity 

others attribute to him), representation (he is himself a constructed image, a 

representation of other individuals, mortal or divine and performs the task of 

representation by the mimetic, re-mythologizing  gesture of acting). The fact 
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that it is Gibreel who dies in the end, at his own hand, and due to his own 

paranoia shows how dangerous this type of delusional identity construction 

can be, in Rushdie‘s views. The second archetypal metamorphosis is that of 

Saladin.  As already seen, he is the devil in the eyes of the two parties 

involved in the post-colonial phenomenon.  

On the one hand he is the Chamcha, (spoon in Urdu) the spoono, the 

sycophant, the servant,  the stock–character of traditional Third World 

Literature, the traitor who wanted to become ―more English than the 

English‖ and sever all possible ties with his past, embodied by his father, his 

language and his sense of home in Bombay. In the eyes of his own people, 

he is the devil who betrayed India for the colonial Britain. In a sense, in his 

mad desire to be English and in possession of all things English, including 

his wife, Saladin is another facet of the utopic project of a unitary self, 

completely re-constructed according to his own intimate desires and 

aspirations.  

Saladin symbolically dies and is re-born more than once in the 

novel. He dies once when he leaves India to go to school in England, he dies 

when he falls from the exploded airplane and loses his own-constructed 

English self, metamorphosing into the devil, he dies when he realizes that 

the community he so wished to embrace and be assimilated into rejects and 

negates him with no mercy and he is re-born when he shifts back into his old 

human shape after being saved from death in the Shaandaar Café fire by 

Gibreel.  

Saladin is also the devil in the eyes of the English white community, 

embodying all their darkest fears of the brown immigrant. Rushdie ironically 

makes Saladin have erotic dreams of having intercourse with the Queen of 

Britain in a conquering act of violation of all prejudices and differences. 

Moreover, Saladin is the devil in his Iago-like role of driving Gibreel mad 

with jealousy.  

By playing the role of both the traitor stock character and the evil 

immigrant in the whites‘ prejudiced minds, Saladin sees his demonic identity 

constructed along the lines of embodiment (he physically changes into the 

devil) and  attribution (by the very fact that he is an immigrant, he is 

attributed all the demonic features associated with his kind). It is important 

to understand that from the very beginning, Saladin fails in his project to be 

English because his condition as a migrant does not allow him such a ―pure‖ 

stance. The very racism and discrimination present in Britain in the 1980s 

forbids him to become the citizen he wishes to be. Yes, he does posses a 

British citizenship, an English wife and a house but when things go wrong 

his citizenship is trampled on by the police (ironically figures of immigrants 

themselves, Irish, Scottish, etc.) who abuse him before knowing he is a 

citizen and then abuse him even harder when they learn he is a citizen;  his 

honor is trampled on by his English wife (with whom he was unable to 
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conceive children, which is indicative of him failing to assimilate to the 

extent he desired) who is quick to abandon him as dead and jump into bed 

with yet another second generation immigrant Jumpy Joshi (with whom she 

does manage to procreate), his contractual rights are trampled on by his 

English employer, the advertising manager Hal Valance, who refuses to take 

him back despite of valid work arrangements; in short Saladin finds himself 

in a void of rejection and annihilation. For Britain, just as for his wife, he 

ceased to exist the minute the airplane exploded.  

It was however necessary for Saladin‘s delusional idyllic English 

self to die in order for him to re-emerge, disillusioned in his aspirations but 

stronger and more aware of his real condition. It was as if a veil had been 

lifted off his eyes because the abuses he suffered after the fall were not the 

first he had suffered but rather the most violent and transforming. Earlier 

abuses were subtler and easier to live with. To begin with, apparently the 

migrant in Britain was hardly ever allowed to attach a face to his voice, that 

is to become present and visible. Saladin had been working as a voice-over 

actor in commercials and children‘s TV serials. He was the Man of a 

Thousand Voices who could imitate everybody and everything but could not 

speak in his own voice. Moreover, the characters he played were part of the 

TV series relevantly entitled The Alien Show which was imitating civil 

society by means of deformed, grotesque representations.  Saladin was 

apparently not that bothered that Hal Valance motivated his choice of not 

allowing him a face on TV by the fact that Saladin was a person of “tinted 

persuasion” (The Satanic Verses 267). 

It took the fall for Saladin to wake up and realize his condition of 

hybrid, mutant and embrace it as such: "He would enter into his new self; he 

would be what he had become: loud, stenchy, hideous, outsize, grotesque, 

inhuman, powerful" (The Satanic Verses 298).  Saladin understands that  

the change in him was irreversible. A new, dark world had opened up 

for him (or: within him) when he fell from the sky; no matter how 

assiduously he attempted to re-create his old existence, this was, he 

now saw, a fact that could not be unmade. (The Satanic Verses 433) 

Unlike Gibreel, Saladin is the one who does exercise agency in 

constructing his own identity. To being with, he makes the conscious choice 

to stop being Indian and become English. The process, because of the effort 

and training involved, stresses the very idea of construction. In fact, later on, 

from the very beginning of his metamorphosis into the devil he realizes that:  

He was in a void, and if he were to survive he would have to construct 

everything from scratch, would have to invent the ground beneath his 

feet before he could take a step. (The Satanic Verses 136)  
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One of his actions is to consciously and voluntarily take vengeance 

on Gibreel for abandoning him after the fall by driving him madly jealous. 

Rushdie actually discusses here how a man decides to step across the line 

demarcating right from wrong and how he decides to be absolutely 

unforgiving and resolute in his revenge. In this way Saladin manages to 

inhabit the devilish persona he discovers to have become.   

 

3. Mutations and Hybridizations. The Tensions of Representation 

 
To continue with, Gibreel and Saladin‘s mutations are not the only ones in 

the novel.  In fact, metamorphoses occur in a number of contexts throughout 

The Satanic Verses: for instance, a mountain is "land's attempt to 

metamorphose into sky; it is grounded flight, the earth mutated—nearly—

into air"; overcome by his archangelic delusions, Gibreel wishes to effect the 

"metamorphosis of London into a tropical city" (The Satanic Verses 365); an 

architect who converts deconsecrated churches into dwellings specializes in 

"metamorphoses of the sacred into the profane" (The Satanic Verses 448). 

However, these are more instances of the transformation that the present 

global postmodern world goes through in every aspect of its existence. The 

following instances of mutations deal with a more violent aspect of cultural 

translation and representation. More precisely they deal with instances of 

racism and discrimination through representation in The Satanic Verses. 

At the sanatorium attached to the Detention Center for illegal 

immigrants, where Saladin wakes up after the encounter with the police, he 

discovers other mutants like himself:  

beings he could never have imagined, men and women who were also 

partially plants, or giant insects, or even, on occasion, built partly of 

brick or stone; there were men with rhinoceros horns instead of noses 

and women with necks as long as any giraffe. (The Satanic Verses 

176) 

 
It is now that Saladin becomes aware of the means by which 

discrimination and mutations take place. It is by description as intimated to 

him by one of the hybrid monsters in captivity: ―They describe us. [. . .] 

They have the power of description, and we succumb to the pictures they 

construct‖ (The Satanic Verses 174).  

Rushdie has been known to be a virulent critic of the Thatcher 

regime and its politics of exclusion and discrimination against all 

immigrants, Indians in particular. The Satanic Verses abounds in powerful 

episodes of police brutality such as that of Saladin being beaten up in the 
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police van or Dr Simba suspiciously breaking his neck by falling off his bed 

while in police custody, discrimination in the world of advertising embodied 

by the deeply racist manager  Hal Valance drawn from Rushdie‘s early years 

as an advertising and television copywriter, apocalyptic anti-immigrant 

discourses such as that of Enoch Powell ironically mimicked by Rushdie, 

violent clashes between the racist white youth and the Indian immigrants 

living at the periphery of London and the local news‘ one-sided portrayal of 

the conflicts, Rushdie‘s direct and crude representation of the British PM 

Thatcher as ―Maggie the Bitch‖ and the symbolic burning of her wax effigy 

in the immigrant-run disco in London as part of a ritualistic manifestation of 

protest of the browns.  

Besides depicting straightforward, in-your-face acts of racism in the 

novel, Rushdie employs another highly effective technique to criticise the 

blatant discrimination present in the 80s UK. He resorts to a counter-

descriptive technique of turning his immigrant characters into the very 

devilish image the white British have of them. Thus, Saladin, transformed 

into the embodiment of Satan with all the commonly recognized evil 

attributes such as horns, hooves and large grotesque genitalia, comes to 

ironically symbolize all that the whites fear in the immigrants. This 

representation becomes a mark that the immigrants proudly and defiantly 

flaunt to assert their identity. Here, Saladin is explained why his devilish 

image has become so popular and emblematic that even children happily 

wear florescent plastic horns in the street: ―people can identify with you. It‘s 

an image white society has rejected for so long that we can really take it,... 

occupy it, inhabit it, reclaim it and make it our own‖ (The Satanic Verses 

287)   The very same technique is used for subverting the Christian world‘s 

vilified image of the Prophet Mohammed. Therefore, the Christian, offensive 

term Mahound is used not to attack the Muslims and their religion, but on 

the contrary, to reveal Western prejudices and fallacies about Islam:  

To turn insults into strengths, whigs, tories, Blacks all chose to wear 

with pride the names they were given in scorn; likewise, our 

mountain-climbing, prophet-motivated solitary is to be the medieval 

baby-frightener, the Devil‘s synonym: Mahound. (The Satanic Verses 

93, emphasis mine)  

Rushdie‘s novel performs several acts on the social level. First, it 

exposes the metropolitan centre‘s racist politics in the post-colonial age and 

second, it insists that the centre can no longer be seen as a purist, closed, 

exclusive bastion of Englishness / Britishness because, due to the end of 

colonialism, it  has been penetrated and transformed or tainted (as he puts it) 

by  the colonial margins pushing back on it.  The novel makes the West 

reassess its own image of itself by disrupting the romantic views of Britain 
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still held by most Englishmen. Rushdie derides the British as ―deluded about 

themselves and their society. They still for most part think it the fairest, most 

just, most decent society ever created‖ (―The Indian Writer in England‖ 81). 

The point is that by basking in such idealistic and unrealistic national 

narratives of identity, the centre tries to preserve the idea of Britishness as a 

homogenous unity of history, tradition and fixed social, ethnic and sexual 

roles. Rushdie comes and shifts the focus from the metropolitan centre to the 

immigrant community now actually within the centre, thus making the latter 

a site from which a critique of the former‘s idea of Britishness is launched. 

In 1982 Rushdie was writing:  

I want to suggest that racism is not a side-issue in contemporary 

Britain; that it‘s not a peripheral minority affair. I believe that Britain 

is undergoing a critical phase of its post-colonial period, and this crisis 

is not simply economic or political. It‘s a crisis of the whole culture, 

of the society‟s entire sense of itself. (Imaginary Homelands 129) 

However, Rushdie does not fall in the trap of taking one side of the 

parties involved without critically looking at the other. Rushdie‘s own 

immigrants do not escape his unforgiving critical gaze either. Therefore, 

Rushdie simultaneously performs a critique of two forms of essentialist 

nativism, the British and migrant Indian. As for the latter, the migrants are 

not sympathetically presented as the technologically-challenged but good-

hearted stock figures of earlier Third World Literature traditionalist writers 

but as souls, profoundly affected and transformed by uprooting and 

relocation. They are the ones who cannot be the same anymore, whose old 

selves died and new hybrid ones have emerged. They have been tainted too. 

Take the Shaandaar Café owners Muhammad and Hind Sufyan, living in the 

migrant Brickhall neighbourhood in South London, those who accommodate 

Saladin during his physical satanic period. He is a Bangladesh teacher, 

conversant in Western classical philosophy and literature who, when in 

Britain, looses his traditional bread-winner role in favour of his wife Hind. 

The traditional sexual roles upheld by the immigrants are shaken by the 

interaction with the centre. Hind, the wife, thus becomes the actual manager 

of the family business. She is the one who exploits the upper stories of the 

Café as a rooming-house for the homeless immigrants charging the local 

council exorbitant rents for this ―temporary accommodation‖. Rushdie calls 

these homeless immigrants ―temporary beings‖, ―faceless persons, unable to 

scream‖, who ironically are even more exploited by their own kind than by 

the racist British.  

Apparently, in Rushdie‘s view, not only the British but also the 

migrant Indians are deluded about their own pure condition. Articulating 

one‘s identity as different from The Other‟s is no longer possible. The binary 
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opposition constructed on established cultural epistemologies such as 

traditional/modern, good/evil, central/marginal, sovereign/subject fails, or, in 

the author‘s own words, ―cannot, must not suffice‖ (The Satanic Verses 

442). In the context of the centre and margins, of movement and migration, 

the construction of the self is now formed through interaction, interference, 

inter-reference and a sort of ―leaking into each other‖ (Imaginary 

Homelands 394):  

I suspect that there are times when the move seems wrong to us all, 

when we seem, to ourselves, post-lapsarian men and women. We are 

Hindus who have crossed the black water; we are Muslims who eat 

pork. And as a result—as my use of the Christian notion of the Fall 

indicates—we are now partly of the West. (Imaginary Homelands 15, 

emphasis mine) 

Basically, Rushdie counters the essentialist migrant‘s ideal of the 

―untranslated‖ (The Satanic Verses 442) man, proposing instead one that is 

inescapably a construct of bits and pieces of an older self transformed by 

interaction with the new realities of his relocated life. In the postcolonial, 

postmodern world, pure forms of religious, social and cultural expression 

will forever be a utopian and toxic aspiration. Hybridity is the new post-

colonial condition of the migrant:  

The Satanic Verses celebrates hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the 

transformation that comes of new and unexpected combinations of 

human beings, cultures, ideas, politics, movies, songs. It rejoices in 

mongrelization and fears the absolutism of the Pure... It is a love-song 

to our mongrel selves. (Imaginary Homelands 394, emphasis mine) 

Therefore, after Saladin‘ fall and demonic metamorphosis and the 

awful dawning on him about his permanently changed condition (a 

hyphenated soul: Indian-Not-so-Indian-English-Not-so-English) he still 

manages to find hope in yet another type of symbolic mutant that he sees on 

TV, a ―chimeran graft‖ between two trees, a laburnum and a broom, a plant 

that is shown to grow ―vigorously out of a piece of English earth.‖ The tree 

hybrid is meaningful because it reminds Saladin of another tree that he had 

severed in the past, the walnut tree in his father‘s garden, the guardian of his 

soul. Moreover, the hybrid is important because along Saladin‘s own line of 

thought ―if such a tree were possible, then so was he; he too, could cohere, 

send down roots, survive‖ (The Satanic Verses 420).  

Hope for the future appears to smile especially for the second-

generation migrants such as the Sufyan sisters who survive the fire at the 

family Café in which the parents Hind and Muhammad die. Mishal, the 
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rebellious martial arts lover, the sexually liberated daughter of the despotic 

Hind becomes pregnant with another second generation immigrant, Hanif, 

the lawyer. Unlike Pamela who was also pregnant and who dies in the fire, 

failing to conceive and secure her legacy, Mishal optimistically looks into a 

future removed from the enclosed narrative of the old traditional self and 

outside the tyranny of a teleological end. It looks as if in order for the future 

to happen the past in its traditional sense needs to die. The pure forms, the 

―parents‖ such as Hind or Allie‘s father (a Jewish survivor of the Nazi 

concentration camps who cannot adapt to his new tainted life in Britain and 

thus takes his own life) must disappear so that their descendants can freely 

move on. However, the death of the past does not mean that it dissipates as a 

reference point. If we look at Allie‘s mother, she gleefully returned to her 

Jewish traditions, clothes and food when liberated from the tyranny of the 

father. The past only needs to stop controlling the present by freezing it into 

certainties and the laws of the absolutes. When it does so, it is immediately 

revived into new forms and stories.  
 

4. The Metropolis - An Imagined Territory 

To be a Bombayite (and afterwards a Londoner) was to fall in love 

with the metropolis. The city as reality and as a metaphor is at the 

heart of all my work. (Imaginary Homelands 404) 

The twentieth century technological advancements such as that of avionics 

have caused the planet to shrink. Since the physical distances between 

originally distant and different locations have been shortened, the possibility 

of freely moving among cultures has grown substantially. According to 

Rushdie, the distance between Bombay and London is:  

Five and a half thousand as the crow. Or: from Indianness to 

Englishness, an immeasurable distance. Or, not very far at all, because 

they rose from one great city, fell to another. The distance between 

cities is always small; a villager travelling a hundred miles to town 

traverses emptier, darker, more terrifying space. (The Satanic Verses 

41) 

The Satanic Verses alternates between two main tropes, two great 

global cities: Bombay and London. What is interesting about them is how 

Rushdie describes them as composite constructs and representations that 

mirror and accommodate their equally composite and constructed 

inhabitants.  
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The post-colonial phenomenon of migration has enabled the 

traditionally clearly located and delimited periphery to move inside the 

metropolitan centre and change its pure status. The hybridization of the 

migrant self is thus reflected in the hybrid state of the locus it inhabits. 

London, Babylondon, ―the gate of God‖, ―Ellowen Deeowen‖ is no longer 

the empire‘s center and its main symbol of colonizing power but rather a 

construct, an imagined city. In fact it is important to mention the fact that 

besides the very realistic depictions of the immigrant neighborhood in 

Brickhall South London, the rest of the references Rushdie makes to the city 

are exactly that: references, representations, ideas that the characters have 

about London. For instance, Gibreel conceives of London as a tourist 

attraction and therefore perceives it in the fictional, textual terms of ―The 

Geographer‘s London: the whole dog-eared metropolis, A-Z Guide to 

London‖ (The Satanic Verses 160).  

Moreover, the colonized‘s naïve and adulating conception of the 

colonizing center, his representation of it as the pinnacle of civilization, is 

satirized by Gibreel being anxious to descend in ―Proper London‖. The 

constructed, fictional nature of London as a symbol in people‘s minds is 

supported by the fact that in most of his interactions with London Gibreel 

maintained his actor stance and thus moved in a space which was an 

imitation of the real city, made up of props on a movie set. Take for example 

the party that the upper-brow London society offers for Gibreel in honor of 

his up-coming movie. The party is held on a movie set miniature 

reproduction of London with cardboard palaces and a cardboard London 

Bridge. This is the site of the confrontation scene between Gibreel and 

Saladin after the former‘s betrayal of his friend. Their confrontation is made 

to appear less real and substantial by the very lack of substantiality of the 

background. London can only use its metonymic parts to project its image. 

The imperial past comes back only in cardboard reproductions. This is the 

London of people‘s minds, not a real place. It is fiction. Saladin is the most 

delusional subject of the British Empire and its capital. He carries around an 

ideal of a ―picture post-card‖ England, composed of the Royal Family, 

cricket and the Houses of Parliament. Moreover, when Gibreel descends in 

his archangelic rage over London this acquires biblical meanings of an 

apocalypse city: ―The city‘s streets coiled around him, writhing like 

serpents‖. In his attempt to transform London according to his image, 

Gibreel tropicalizes it, transforms its former ice-cold, pristine character into 

another vivid, breathing site of reverse colonization. London is actually 

Babylondon, the city of Babel, of the confusion of languages, the 

conglomerate, the mixture of cultures, identities and representations.  

Bombay is the mirror image of London: ―five and a half hours of 

time zones; turn your watch upside down in Bombay and you see the time in 

London‖ (The Satanic Verses 41). Bombay is a globalized metropolis of 
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luxurious skyscrapers such as the deadly Everest Vilas, of old, decaying 

neighborhoods such the Scandal Point of Saladin‘s childhood and most 

importantly the home city of an entire industry of fiction and representation: 

Bollywood. To Saladin, the city is a ―dream of childhood‖, a state of mind 

that comes back in Proustian manner through bits and pieces of the memory 

of an old dead self: toothpaste ads and old car brands. It is a city as fantastic 

and fictional as London, a ―Wonderland, Peristan, Never-Never‖ the land of 

Oz. Bombay is a city emerged out of stories, the personal stories of its 

inhabitants, projections of a desired ―continuous‖ identity, but in the end an 

imagined city.   

Saskia Sassen speaks of the global city as ―a strategic site for 

disempowered actors‖ (Sassen xxi), an idea evident in Rushdie‘s entitling 

one of his chapters, where he discusses the condition of the low class 

immigrants at the periphery of London, ―A City Visible but Unseen‖. 

Brickhall is a city within London, visible in its physical presence on the map 

but unseen because its inhabitants are ―temporary, faceless human beings‖. 

As Rushdie explains: ―There you have the experience of a lot of people, 

millions of people now in Britain, invisible to the rest, and I wanted to try 

and make it visible." (Reder 105) This is the city that needs to be seen as 

such, real and living within the fantastic fairy-tale like city of London.  

By means of the alternation of real and fantastical elements in the 

novel and the foregrounding of the fantastical in order to underline the 

power of those ―backgrounded‖, Rushdie accomplishes a critique from 

within the system and points to two main effects of the phenomenon of 

globalization: i.e. the blurring, the overlapping and fictionalizing of the 

borders between the large economic and cultural blocks on the present world 

scene and the very real and poignant condition of the ―disenfranchised‖ 

migrants caught in between.   
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Abstract: This paper, while focused on the exilic trope in western medieval 

Christianity, is not concerned with theological pronouncements on earthly life as a form of 

exile or with exegesis of biblical exilic experiences; nor does it aim to offer a critical 

overview of theorisations of experiential exile and of exilic writings. Rather, it investigates 

how two Middle English plays from Chester re-morph the Christian exilic trope into an onto-

theological metaphor with socio-political ramifications, thus offering a fresh case study of 

subject identity-making under patriarchy in the West. In this sense, the exilic metaphor is 

studied here in its endorsement of marginalisation in the wake of allegedly devious conduct, 

which thereby contributes to the elaboration by the hegemonic group of discursive practices 

of identification, segregation and marginalisation of other groups, deemed disruptive of in-

group coherence and ethos, and to their stigmatisation as the devil‟s lot. The fallen angels‟ 

condition can be – and was at various times during the Christian Middle Ages – construed as 

an exile from the original state of grace; so was the Adamic fall. Nonetheless, my reading of 

the two Chester Fall plays as developments of the exilic trope parts company with the 

traditional interpretation of medieval religious drama as ethically coterminous with Christian 

teachings. On the contrary, I find the extant scripts a compelling illustration of the 

patriarchal stakes of blaming within the Christian discourse as disseminated to the laity and 

intent on instructing and edifying them. Both Lucifer, the premier rebellious angel, and Eve, 

the premier insubordinate human being, according to malestream Christian lore, appear in 

Chester as the always already blameable creatures, even as the discourse which constructs 

them as such is one fraught with intertextual ambivalent allusions. As I hope to demonstrate, 

Chester‟s Lucifer and Eve are confined to a „statutory‟ exilium – a pre-scripted exclusion of 

„devil‟ and „woman‟ from the (spiritual) place and condition held to be one‟s true home – 

invested with kyriarchal socio-political meanings: they cannot but be guilty for the very 

notion of righteousness to be definable meaningfully.  

 

Keywords: exile, Middle English religious drama, Chester Fall plays, devil, 

woman, violence of representation  

 

 

 
Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to 

experience. It is the unhealable rift forced between a human being 

and a native place, between the self and its true home: its essential 

sadness can never be surmounted. And while it is true that 

literature and history contain heroic, romantic, glorious, even 
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triumphant episodes in an exile‘s life, these are no more than 

efforts meant to overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement.  

– Edward Said, ‗Reflections on Exile‘, 173 (emphasis added) 

 

I think the issue both shaping and hindering women‘s responses 

and contributions to theology/ies and religions – the underlying 

issue that hasn‘t changed substantially in bloody centuries – is that 

in relation to religions, in relation to theological pronouncements 

concerning God, humanity and creation, women are in exile from 

no homeland. It is not that we are exodus subjects. No, for that we 

need to have been, once upon a time, fully at home. I cannot think 

of a single living religion that ever welcomed – fully, without 

reservation, hesitation, mandatory fragmentation, extra special 

female-specific rules and regulations – women. 

– Lucy Tatman, ‗In Exile from No Homeland‘, 398 (original 

emphasis) 

 
We generally tend to construe exile as either individual loss of citizen rights 

compounded with enforced geographical separation from one‘s home 

country or an entire community‘s loss of political independence, as in the 

famous case of Israel‘s Babylonian exile (c. 587/6 – c. 539 BCE) recounted 

in the Hebrew Scriptures (2 Kgs 25.21; Jer. 52.27).
4
 For the former case, 

examples could range from biblical accounts, e.g. the Adamic expulsion 

from the Garden of Eden and Cain‘s banishment, to historical cases of both 

refugees/émigrés forced by the political regime or economic circumstances 

to flee their home countries and politically ‗dangerous‘ individuals forced 

into house arrest. For the collective case, a further example is the twentieth-

century phenomenon of governments-in-exile that masterminded resistance 

to politically oppressive regimes.  

However, a compelling drive for symbolizations of exilic experience 

becomes apparent as soon as we examine accounts of the Babylonian exile 

more closely. Especially in rabbinic thought, the Exile came to be re-

signified, to take my cue from Richard Coggins (391-2), into a new, 

distinctive religious self-understanding, where exile acts as the necessary 

‗cleansing experience‘ for one to be/become ‗a true member of the people of 

God‘ (391). Not only in rabbinic thought, though, is exile a form of 

(temporary) spiritual separation.
5
 Early Christians, most consistently 

Augustine of all patristic writers, conceived of life as but peregrinatio 

(pilgrimage), or exile (exilium), before their eventual arrival in Paradise, 

one‘s true patria.
6
 Since in the aftermath of the fateful Adamic fall this-

worldly existence was confined, in Augustine‘s words, to regio 

dissimilitudinis (Confessions 7.10.16), the wretched homo viator, or 

peregrinus, could all but yearn for return to his/her patria in the proximity of 

God. Here is how mature (and Christian) Augustine deplores, in the 
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Confessions, his youthful (and pagan) mindlessness of Christian spirituality, 

and how he conceives of the human condition vis-à-vis God:  

But I, poor fool, seethed as does the sea, and, forsaking Thee, 

followed the violent course of my own stream, and exceeded all Thy 

limitations; nor did I escape Thy scourges.... Where was I, and how 

far was I exiled from the delights of Thy house (ubi eram? et quam 

longe exulabam a deliciis domus tuae), in that sixteenth year of the 

age of my flesh, when the madness of lust to the which human 

shamelessness granteth full freedom, although forbidden by Thy laws 

held complete sway over me, and I resigned myself entirely to it?   

[A]nd I found myself to be far off from Thee, in the region of 

dissimilarity, as if I heard this voice of Thine from on high (et inveni 

longe me esse a te in regione dissimilitudinis, tamquam audirem 

vocem tuam de excelso).  

(Aug., Confessions 2.2.4; 7.10.16; trans. Pilkington)  
 

This exilic topos of ontological and physical separation becomes all 

the more meaningful if we remember that Christianity is built upon the 

Johannine notion that Christ‘s kingdom is ‗not of this world‘ (Jn. 18.36) and 

moreover promises an imminent Parousia.  

Similarly, in Plotinus‘ apophatic theology creation involves both 

procession, i.e. emanation of all beings (or hypostases) from the One, and 

reversion, i.e. the ‗turn-around‘ of the entities so generated in order to 

contemplate their generating principle, thereby becoming intelligible in the 

process of individuation. Rossbach (36) likens the Plotinian ‗drama of 

concrete, material existence‘ to a diaspora, whose ‗―way of return‖ always 

begins ... in exile, where the soul experiences a ―poverty of being‖ and longs 

to possess that which it has ―lost‖, which is fullness of being‘. For Plotinus, 

such desire represents an essential stage in the soul‘s mystical ascent to the 

One through ekstasis, viz. alienation. For Rossbach, it suggests an avenue for 

understanding the ‗metaphysics of exile‘ woven into accounts of the human 

condition as articulated in early Christianity by the Gnostics and currently in 

postmodern philosophy, e.g. by Derrida in his ‗exile from metaphysics‘.  

To take up Coggins‘ perceptive observation, exile in both Judaism 

and Christianity came to signify separation, even enforced ‗exclusion from 

the place held to be one‟s true home‘ (392; emphasis added). Unsurprisingly, 

then, ‗[m]uch of the language of baptism, of conversion, and of pilgrimage 

in religious literature is really using the underlying theme of exile‘ (392).
7
 

Such exile, to be sure, tends to be conceived of and experienced as less 

political/geographical/outer and more psychic/spiritual/inner.  
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As I have already suggested, Christianity boasts the legacy of the 

early writers‘ interpretation of Genesis 3 (esp. Gen. 3.22-24) as an account 

of the humans‘ originary and ontologically disastrous fall qua exile. Exile 

should be construed here in the twofold sense of physical separation from 

God and especially from maintaining the image and likeness of God (Gen. 

1.26-27). To this Christian understanding testifies as late a composition as 

the medieval Salve regina antiphon:  

Hail, O queen, mother of mercy: our life, sweetness, and hope, hail. 

To thee do we cry, exiles, children of Eve (exules, filii Hevae). To 

thee do we sigh, mourning and weeping in this vale of tears (in hac 

lacrimarum valle).  

Therefore, O thou our advocate, turn thy merciful eyes towards us. 

And, after this our exile (post hoc exsilium), show to us the blessed 

fruit of thy womb, Jesus. O merciful, O kind, O sweet virgin Mary.
8
  

(Harper 274-5) 

 
‗Vale of tears‘ is modelled conceptually on the psalmic metaphor for 

the kingdom of death, ‗valley of the shadow of death (umbra mortis)‘ (Ps. 

23:4; Vulg. Ps. 22:4). In Augustinian fashion, the Marian hymn construes 

earthly life as not only exilic from the Saviour, but also as an occasion for 

mourning one‘s sorrowful, death-like earthly existence.  

This paper, while focused on the exilic trope in western medieval 

Christianity, is not concerned with theological pronouncements on earthly 

life as a form of exile or with exegesis of biblical exilic experiences. Nor 

does it aim to offer a critical overview of theorisations of experiential exile, 

e.g. Simone Weil‘s and Edward Said‘s, and of exilic writings from Ovid to 

Salman Rushdie.
9
 Rather, it investigates how two Middle English plays from 

Chester
10

 re-morph the Christian exilic trope into an onto-theological 

metaphor with socio-political ramifications, thus offering a fresh case study 

of subject identity-making under patriarchy in the West. In this sense, the 

exilic metaphor is studied here in its endorsement of marginalisation in the 

wake of allegedly devious conduct, which thereby contributes to the 

elaboration by the hegemonic group of discursive practices of identification, 

segregation and marginalisation of other groups, deemed disruptive of in-

group coherence and ethos, and to their stigmatisation as the devil‘s lot. The 

fallen angels‘ condition can be – and was at times in medieval Christianity – 

construed as an exile from the original state of grace; so was the Adamic 

fall.
11

 Nonetheless, my reading of the two Chester Fall plays as 

developments of the exilic trope parts company with the traditional 

interpretation of medieval religious drama as ethically coterminous with 

Christian teachings. On the contrary, I find the extant scripts a compelling 
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illustration of the patriarchal stakes of blaming within the Christian 

discourse as disseminated to the laity and intent on instructing and edifying 

them. Both Lucifer, the premier rebellious angel, and Eve, the premier 

insubordinate human being, according to malestream Christian lore, appear 

in Chester as the always already blameable creatures, even as the discourse 

which constructs them as such is one fraught with intertextual ambivalent 

allusions. As I hope to demonstrate, Chester‘s Lucifer and Eve are confined 

to a ‗statutory‘ exilium – a pre-scripted exclusion of ‗devil‘ and ‗woman‘ 

from the (spiritual) place and condition held to be one‘s true home – invested 

with kyriarchal socio-political meanings: they cannot but be guilty for the 

very notion of righteousness to be definable meaningfully.
12

  

My argument is indebted to John Cox‘s (2) valuable observation that 

within the dialectic of ‗oppositional thinking‘ (5-6) demons embody the 

always already abjected values of the sacramental Christian community.
13

 

Accordingly, everything about demons, from their hybrid, monstrous looks 

to boisterousness and deviousness, has been construed as antinomian and 

duly rejected. The devil is therefore useful to think with, especially for an 

archaeology of the Christian making of communal spiritual values. On the 

other hand, the demonic imaginary as dramatised in late medieval England 

points to a crucial aspect of Christianity, which unfortunately Cox neglects: 

that within its ‗retributive logic‘ (in Gorringe‘s terms) the devil is just as 

vocal a justiciarius as God is.
14

 With this, however, the stage devil‘s actions 

can be shown to turn away from mere reactionary schemes aimed to preserve 

his dominion over the world and towards a political investment with extra-

dramatic ramifications: the preservation of patriarchal retributive logic, 

which the devil endorses ab origo through the Luciferian fall into disgrace 

and into hell, and which Christ the Judge sternly upholds in rejecting the 

possibility of extending mercy to sinners on Doomsday (C24/7-12, 607-8, 

611-2, 617-20). By way of consequence, the stage devil is more duplicitous 
than traditionally thought of, since he unreservedly endorses the current truth 

regime in the (judicial) proposition that there is always retribution in store 

for one‘s deeds: duplicitous since in so arguing, or rather quoting the deity, 

the devil is but God‘s mouthpiece.
15

  

 
Banishing unseemly body/speech similarity in the Chester Fall of the 

Rebel Angels 

  
The institution of exilic condition is subtly woven into the plot of Chester‘s 

two opening plays in their circular construct of corporeal likeness as the 

grounds for achieving (or failing to achieve) ontological closeness to God. 

The Tanners‘ Fall of the Rebel Angels (C1) centres on the angelic creation 

and fall; unsurprisingly by Christian standards, it moralises Lucifer‘s 

rebellion as demonic lapse into pride. However, despite its hardly innovative 
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insistence on the rebel angels‘ transfiguration of sorts, The Fall not only 

paves the way for the second pageant‘s concern with the creation of 

humanity ad imaginem Domini, but arguably also intimates the 

consubstantiality of the two orders of creatures with their Maker conduct-

wise. When the Drapers‘ play (C2), which thematises the Creation of the 

world up to Adam‘s Fall and Cain‘s fratricide, appears to double the episode 

of the creation of humans, this awkward repetition may conceivably be 

related to the duplicitous politics of highlighting the human likeness to God.  

In the Middle English Creation plays, Lucifer‘s is the paradigmatic 

case of unwarranted appropriation of the divine discourse of power. True to 

Christian lore, the scripts offer in the Lucifer episode an exemplum of pride 

(and vainglory) as a sin that was in fact socio-culturally constructed and 

exclusively proscribed in the subaltern figure throughout the central and later 

Middle Ages. Yet Chester also provides an excellent case to study the 

underside of ostracising pride (C1/93): Deus condemns pride since Lucifer 

has subverted the divine throne in God‘s absence and despite express divine 

orders (91-3) – a reckless breach of contract (108-9) which can undermine 

the spurious (feudal) order underpinning heavens (134-41, 166-77, 215).  

Less typically, however, the Chester Fall focuses on likeness within 

the celestial chain of being as soon as God‘s self-exaltation speech, hardly 

different from the tyrants‘ self-asseveration (yet relatively restrained in 

Chester), breaches traditional theologico-dramatic decorum. God 

interpellates the intra-dramatic angelic audience, and vicariously the Cestrian 

spectators, to behold his face (C1/116) as the source of (spiritual) health 

(118-9):  

DEUS. Behoulde the beames of my brighte face, 

which ever was and shall indewer. 

This is your health in every case: 

to behoulde your creator. 

Was never none so like me, soe full of grace, 

nor never shall as my fygure. (C1/116-21) 

For all the Christian legitimacy of the divine speech of uniqueness 

(C1/120-1), Deus‘ ostentatious reference to brightness (116-7) – 

conventionally suggested by costume and gilded mask – is consubstantial 

with Lucifer‘s boasts of unmatched brightness uttered immediately 

afterwards (126-9):  

LUCIFFER. Aha, that I ame wounderous brighte, 

amongest you all shininge full cleare! 
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Of all heaven I beare the lighte 

though God hymselfe and he were here (even if God himself were 

here). 

All in this throne yf that I were, 

then shoulde I be as wise as hee....  

All heaven shines through my brightnes 

for God himselfe shines not so cleare....  

LIGHTEBORNE. The brightnes of your bodie cleare 

is brighter then God a thousandfoulde. (C1/126-31, 144-5, 164-5) 

When God is away, Lucifer will boast and play ... the sovereign lord. 

Indeed, the Chester Fall of the Rebel Angels plays a dangerous game – in an 

angel‘s terms (C1/207-9) – when it pairs off the speeches and deportment of 

the two major contenders. Once seated on the throne, the foremost angel 

requests his brethrens‘ fealty just as God did earlier, while his very claim 

depends exclusively on his asseveration of unsurpassed brightness just as 

God‘s earlier. In Chester, only a thin line separates the two sets of claims to 

power substantiated in gilded masks and discourses of feudal sovereignty: 

Deus is introduced first, which presents him with the unique opportunity to 

stake his claims as the only – and originary – sovereign ruler and to set forth 

the game rules; everyone else is a new-comer who derives his (sic) position 

from the first player‘s. In view of dramatic chronology, then, Lucifer appears 

to appropriate and pervert – poach (in de Certeau‘s terms)
16

 – the 

authoritative and exclusive speech of the ruler. Nonetheless, this prima facie 

case of demonic discursive poaching provides rather specious evidence of 

the ways of the devil, as it points to how dramatic productions inured in 

mainstream ideology can engender violence of representation during the 

process of othering and/or scapegoating.
17

 

If, with a disapproving nudge at the episode of the first humans‘ 

desire for the forbidden fruit of knowledge, Lucifer is initially shown 

contemplating the prospect of sitting on God‘s throne so as to become as 

wise as the Creator (C1/130-1), gradually he will be featured as a 

demonically stubborn and rebellious creature (184). Lucifer‘s self-exaltation 

above God (182-7) is the endgame bringing, as expected, his fall
18

 or exile as 

exclusion from heaven, forfeit of brightness and separation from the 

originary discourse of truth:  

DEUS. Full soone I shall chaunge your cheare – 

for your fowle pride to hell you shall.... 

II DEMON. And even heither thou hast us brought 

into dungeon to take our trace. 

All this sorrowe thou hast us soughte – 
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the devill maye speede thy stinckinge face. 

I DEMON. My face, false feature, for thy fare! 

Thou hast us broughte to teene and treay. 

II DEMON. Thou haste us broughte this wicked waye 

through thy mighte and thy pryde, 

out of the blesse that lasteth aye 

in sorowe evermore to abyde. 

I DEMON. Thy witt yt was as well as myne, 

of that pryde that we did shewe; 

and nowe bene here in hell fler 

till the day of dome that [beames] shall bloo. (C1/220-1, 234-49; 

emphasis added)  

Even the subaltern – now doubly so, as both creature and fallen 

angel – has learnt and teaches the lesson: that pride (C1/243, 247) is the 

undoing of the (spuriously) mighty (243).
19

 The price has been physical and 

spiritual exile doubly manifested in the loss of celestial condition and 

horrifying metamorphosis. As it happens, the dungeon of hell – the banished 

demons‘ new dwelling place – is no different from the dungeon into which 

medieval prisoners were thrown. Unlike the latter ‗exiles‘, though, Chester‘s 

demons can lament their double loss in a scene designed to drive the point to 

Cestrians in all walks of life. In both the dramatic and extra-dramatic case, 

such exclusion from the celestial or, as the case may be, feudal polity is 

incurred through wilful breach of the social contract, i.e. through 

transgression of sovereign rights, and is moreover a punishment meted out to 

the male subject who has perverted the sense of agency as warranted under 

kyriarchy.  

How much credence should the audience give to this lesson about 

pride, usurpation and subsequent spiritual-physical separation from one‘s 

originary condition, though? Let us look at lines 234-49 afresh. In a 

hilarious, albeit not unique, episode, Chester‘s newly re-formed (or re-

morphed) rebels inaugurate the discourse of lie and blaming the other, even 

as they are learning their lesson about pride. To lie is demonic, according to 

Christian orthodoxy, and to stage the two black demons‘ bitter quarrel about 

their new condition in hell is all but exceptional. We shall see in the next 

section that precisely this dialogue provides the blueprint for (hu)man 

scapegoating practices of the always already subaltern other under 

patriarchy: woman. Furthermore, while both Falls – angelic and Adamic – 

are ontologically cognate and result in seemingly identical forms of exile, in 

socio-political terms they affect subjects differently, viz. as a function of 

their gender.  

 



 

33 

Exile as woman’s pre-scripted and prescribed dispossession in the 

Chester Creation, Adam and Eve, and Cain and Abel 

 
Even a cursory look at the representation of human creation ad imaginem 

Domini in Chester‘s second pageant, The Creation, Adam and Eve, and Cain 

and Abel, is also illuminating of the first play‘s politics of exile as enforced 

forfeit of one‘s originary condition, which here takes the form of pre-

scripted and prescribed dispossession of Eve/woman. Here is God‘s 

creationist speech:   

DEUS. Now heaven and earth is made expresse, 

make wee man to our likenesse.... 

To our shape now make I thee; 

man and woman I will there bee.... 

But this man that I have made, 

with goste of lief I will him gladde.... 

Then God taketh Adam by the hande and causeth him to lye downe, 

and taketh a ribbe out of his syde and saith: 

DEUS. Hit (it) is not good man only to bee; 

helpe to him now make wee....  

Heare a bone I take of thee, 

and fleshe alsoe with harte free 

to make thee a feere (companion). 

Then God doth make the woman of the ribbe of Adam, wakinge and 

sayth to God  

(C2/81-2, 85-6; 105-6, 128 s.d., 129-30, 134-6, 136 s.d.; emphasis 

added) 

Why should the Chester pageant postpone the creation of woman so 

as to appear to ‗repeat‘ the creation of humans? A certain recurrent phrasing 

should caution modern audiences against easy acceptance of any tentative 

explanation of the double or perhaps two-stage creation episode as scribal, or 

perhaps post-Reformation, inadvertency. More than in Genesis 1.26-27, in 

Chester lines 81-2 and 85-6 insist on the human likeness to God in very 

literal terms of (body) shape (C2/85), and moreover script the complete and 

sexed human creation from the beginning.  

Unlike Genesis 2.21-22, however, Chester stresses ‗internal‘ human 

likeness (C2/146-8). In patristic fashion, Adam describes the woman as 

having his shape (148), which implicates her lesser or at least derivative 

nature (153-54) and thereby second-degree likeness to God – one of the 

major patristic postulates easily embraced by Christians, which served to 

maintain women‘s subservience and defamation in the medieval polity. 

Speaks Adam subsequently to awakening from his induced slumber:  
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ADAM. I see well, lord, through thy grace 

bonne of my bones thou hir mase; 

and fleshe of my fleshe shee hase, 

and my shape through thy sawe. 

Therfore shee shalbe called, iwisse, 

‗viragoo‘, nothinge amisse; 

for out of man taken shee is, 

and to man shee shall drawe. 

Of earth thou madest first mee, 

both bone and fleshe; now I see 

thou hast her given through thy postee 

of that I in me had. (C2/145-56; emphasis added) 

Although the last four lines of the quotation do follow the traditional 

exegesis of Genesis 2, which translates the order of creation as one of 

ontological worth (Coole 39-50), lines 155-6 seem to refer, alongside lines 

146-8, to more than the Adamic flesh and bone (C2/146-7, 154) from which 

God fashioned Eve. Rather, they identify man as the very source of woman‘s 

creation, hence as uniquely equipped with that which God found good 

enough to base his fashioning of the ‗second-rank‘ creature on. Ironically, 

this valuable Adamic appendix of corporeality is precisely what Christianity 

at large and the medieval religious plays in particular found difficult to 

broach meaningfully and without prejudice in a patriarchal society whose 

imaginary abjected and feminised the body, then poised it as the 

counterweight to the human being‘s (read: man‘s) transcendent likeness to 

God. However, Chester does not affirm male ontological pre-eminence 

squarely: if woman is created in man‘s shape (148) and her very biological 

being comes from him (146-7, 154), then this belies the very patriarchal and 

patristic fiction of an essential biological, ontological and ethico-axiological 

difference between the two beings or sexes, rather than simply affirming 

male superiority. Whether the characters‘ leather costume signified with, 

rather than against, the script‘s view of (hu)man corporeal shape cannot be 

determined. It is important to remember, though, that on the medieval stage 

all female characters were enacted in travesty; perhaps the male actor in drag 

playing Eve was truly perceived by (some? many? a few?) spectators as 

having a body ‗just about right‘ in its likeness to Adam‘s.  

With the Adamic Fall, Chester‘s primordial pair changes appearance 

(C2/165-6) just as the rebel angels did, although the latter‘s was verbalised 

in often allusive terms (C1/220, 237, 251). Now God clothes Adam and Eve 

in skin garments (C2/363-8, 368 s.d.) to signify their alienation from divine 

likeness – the first stage of their exile – and newly acquired closeness to the 

animal realm also through death (365-6) – the second. Biblical story (Gen 

3.21) and patristic commentary apart, the cladding of humans to the 
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‗likeness‘ of beasts in the wake of eating the fruit of knowledge subtly 

problematises the human likeness to God in shape (C2/82, 85-6) and 

likewise Eve‘s to Adam‘s (128 s.d., 129-36, 136 s.d.), where Genesis (3.22-

23) intimates divine anxieties of would-be ‗likeness‘ of eternity, should the 

humans eat the other forbidden fruit. Would the paradox of creation ad 

imaginem have been lost on most, even all, spectators throughout Chester‘s 

production life – indeed, despite the Church‘s largely successful attempts to 

inculcate its double-standard ontology in the populace and the Chester city 

fathers‘ drastic regulation of women‘s public visibility after May 1540?
20

  

The Adamic fall from divine likeness appears to entail a fall into 

demonic conduct. Chester signals this twofold self-exile in its insistent 

onomastic concern: Adam closely follows the biblical ‗etymological‘ story 

(Gen. 2.23) to highlight the first woman‘s non-originary condition (C2/149-

51) and the masculine defining prerogative, hence mastery over all creation. 

With the fall from grace, however, Adam utters a momentous defamatory lie 

in the contention that he named his partner in anticipation of the misfortune 

she would bring to man (269-72). This first human instance of scapegoating 

(C2/257-64) through recourse to the devil‘s invention (C1/234-45) marks at 

the same time the incipient process of systematic discursive manipulation 

and displaced abjection, since Adam‘s ‗prophecy‘ is, in fact, a crude post 

hoc explanation which constructs ‗soothe‘/truth (C2/269) as it suits the man 

and at the expense of (the) woman. Earlier in the play, scheming to ruin the 

first humans, the Demon – or Lucifer, as he suggests (165-70) – appealed to 

the notion of woman‘s moral frailty, which rendered her the elect prey of 

deception (179-84), as Christian anti-feminine lore had been wont to teach 

since early patristic times. However, Chester (C1) has already introduced the 

devil as a deceiver. In the Creation (C2), then, Adam‘s tailor-made prophecy 

about Eve matches the devil‘s hoax – yet woman, not man, is consistently 

presented in Christianity, not just in Chester, as a beguiler and the 

indisputable cause of all disasters befalling mankind (sic).  

Chester Eve‘s is therefore a more complex form of exclusion than 

Adam‘s: not only does Eve/woman share Adam‘s/man‘s fall and expulsion – 

i.e. exile as loss of originary place and condition – but she is further 

excluded from entitlement to speech, the prerequisite condition and manifest 

prerogative of the political subject under patriarchy. Only Adam/man 

speaks: when he names the beasts and then woman, and when he confects an 

onomastic explanation to retro-fit her ‗treachery‘ in her name as devised by 

him. (She only speaks to the Demon during her ‗treachery‘.) Woman‘s is, 

then, not simply exile as enforced forfeit of ontological condition but 

moreover originary absence of the right to speak and act (and be recognised) 

as political subject.  

 
Conclusion  
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In a compelling chain of ontological likeness and subordination, the 

Chester Fall plays – of the angels (C1) and of humans (C2) – ultimately 

focus on the issue of originary and derivative condition of discourses and 

body shapes, i.e. their separation/exile from an assumed originary state, in 

ways divergent from both theological orthodoxy and the other Middle 

English plays on the topic, while at the same time endorsing the former. 

Adam‘s lie concerning the foresight embedded in his naming power (C2) 

follows the template of the demonic lie as originary demonic discourse – 

lying qua discursive fall qua self-exile from heavenly truthful (linguistic) 

condition (C1). Incidentally, the discursive making-over of Eve occurs right 

after another self-aggrandising speech where Adam claims to have 

transmitted his essence to woman; despite theologically decorous 

disclaimers, his asseveration is, in retrospect, coterminous with the scripted 

divine creation of man. What this impossibility of pinpointing an originary 

and authoritative discursive likeness suggests, therefore, is not only a proto-

Derridean self-deconstruction of discourse but also a theatrically self-

conscious quest of all characters for tokens of legitimacy, which replicates 

the politics of extra-dramatic authoritative discourses. Yet such quest 

bespeaks disquiet about the authorisation of power and subsequently its 

discourse no less than it suggests that distance from the originary locus of 

power is more than ontological-spiritual exile, or the post-lapsarian 

condition. Rather, it gestures towards painstaking efforts both to make the 

originary locus of power and to lay claims to inheriting it. These episodes 

thus provide a mise en abyme of the larger (extra-)dramatic context, i.e. the 

construction of kyriarchy and guilt as a paradigm able to explain the 

abjection of body and woman/Eve. In line with medieval preaching, Chester 

compounds the Adamic expulsion as the originary exile of humans from the 

Garden of Eden and from God (and divine likeness) with Eve‘s/woman‘s 

ontological exile from hope, habitually lived as social exile from patria 

(potestas), or dispossession.  
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Abstract: Ovid‟s opening poem of Tristia collection (1.1) is a beseeching for his 

absolution; as a literary piece of work, the text is charming and perfectly articulated. Most of 

its coherence proceeds from the enactment of an authentic epistolary construction, with 

surprising casting: the common roles – author, addressee, intermediate – are well defined 

and then redefined, mixed up, adorned with precise details known from ancient 

epistolography, that has to be understood in its precise frame and, again, in its poetic usage. 

Reading Tristia 1.1 as a letter multiplies the literary beauty of the poem (that was, all the 

same, ineffective for its exiled author). 

Keywords: antiquity, Ovid, epistolography, author, letter, formulae, addressee, courier. 

 

Ovid‘s repeated and obviously unsuccessful attempts to receive absolution 

from Augustus sublimated into literary poignancy. Beyond his poetic 

endowment and extraordinary rhythmical ability, there are some precise 

elements that can be read in connection to ancient epistolography. The three 

major actors of a letter – author, addressee, intermediate – together with its 

essence, the message, are continuously rearranged in the poem Tristia 1.1
21

. 

Roughly said, this poetic letter written by Ovid (its ―father‖), is destined to 

reach Rome (not daring to go directly to the emperor, vide v. 69-70), and 

seems to travel by itself
22

, from a distant place, outside the world Ovid used 

to live in, bearing a message that is about itself and about the relationship 

with the author, with the addressee, with the other letters/works seen as 

belonging to a personal (or maybe public) library or archive.  

Some general notes on ancient epistolography are to be taken into 

account. The letter
23

 is defined inside the co-ordinates of certain elements
24

, 

among which the most obvious are the greetings at the beginning and at the 

end. We might consider this as the primary frame of the letter, one that is 

absolutely necessary: setting the space and time borders, as much as the 

human relationship. The communication established by means of a letter 

may be a clear and open one, explicitly achieved, or, on the contrary, a secret 

one, closed to anyone but the individuals that are inside the relationship set 

by the primary frame. The private nature of communication through letters is 

materialised in the protecting systems of their content; this protection is 

necessary both when the communication is secret, enclosed, and when it is 

open and clear. A protecting system might be, in its turn, an external, even 

mechanical one (such as seals, boxes, all the equivalents of the modern 
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envelopes) or an internal one, intrinsic to its content. In this latter situation, 

there are two possible ways of protecting the content of the letter: explicitly, 

by using a code (id est signs that are obviously unknown) that only the 

addressee can decipher, or implicitly, by using a code that seems to be 

accessible to anyone (id est signs that are apparently known) but, in fact, 

reveals its true meaning only to the addressee. The procedures that keep 

letters safe are much subtler than the modalities that protect books, such as 

chains (libri catenati) and curses addressed to potential thieves. 

Besides defining their private nature, stretching from strictly private 

to indifferently addressed (to which are to be added the non genuine letters, 

whose addressee is in fact an undetermined public), letters sometimes reveal 

the way they were made up, either as internal elements (the content) or 

external elements (the writing). These self-referential elements (that might 

be interpreted as realia, even if this is certainly not the intended purpose of 

their authors) would have probably represented the secondary, subordinate 

frame of the letter, being for the authors a vivid and very personal way of 

achieving their ―half of the dialogue‖, as the ancient world used to define the 

letter. These self-referential elements should be considered part of the style 

and, subsequently, represent a modality of signing, in ancient manner, a 

letter. A revealing example is one of Cicero‘s letters to Quintus (3.1), 

extended to about 2000 words, written by three, or maybe four, different 

persons. The first part was written by a librarius, whose name is unknown; 

the 17th and 18th paragraphs were written by Cicero himself (cum 

scripsissem haec infima, quae sunt manu mea, uenit ad nos Cicero tuus ad 

cenam); the next four paragraphs were ―dictated‖ by Cicero to Tiro during 

dinner (haec inter cenam Tironi dictaui, ne mirere alia manu esse) — and 

probably it was not a syllabatim dictation, but ideas worded by Tiro; the 

final part is due to somebody else. The fact that the ancient letters were 

usually not autographed (as clearly suggested by the frequent mentions of 

seruus ab epistulis, amanuensis, epistolographus), results in an extension of 

the ―signature‖ inside the letter: Cicero once confesses (Fam. 7.32.1) that he 

had identified the sender of a confidential unsigned letter solely by the style 

of its author (and not by the way it had been written). There is a dynamic 

purpose of writing, swinging between revealing and hiding.  

For this epistolographic perspective over Tristia 1.1 a brief survey of 

two significant letter-collections of Antiquity (of Seneca and Cicero), based 

on the self-referential criterion, may expose certain characteristics. Seneca‘s 

Epistulae morales ad Lucilium contain a limited number of elements that 

may indicate an authentic correspondence, subject to all letter constraints. 

There are some references to exempla (copies of the letters either sent or 

received), the effects, the signature or the letter seen as a gift. On the other 

hand, Cicero‘s Epistulae ad Atticum, which are undoubtedly real letters (id 

est letters composed and written for a specific addressee, though with a 
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certain preoccupation for an extended public), include a significant amount 

of specific elements, mostly belonging to expressing concerns over the 

safeness of correspondence. 

Reading Ovid‘s poem Tristia 1.1 as an epistolographic work reveals 

that the very first line equals the definition of the letter: sine me, liber, ibis in 

urbem (―you will go without me to the city‖). The common letter is 

variously defined, id est impossible to be completely defined. It might be 

approached by multiple negative and positive definitions, which we can 

briefly list in order to identify the form of letter Ovid wrote here: it is not an 

interior monologue (as ideas articulated for himself, even assuming or 

miming a dialog with a character that formally answers the questions 

expressed by the author); it is the written form of somebody‘s own ideas; it 

is not a conversation (as verbal exchange of ideas among a limited number 

of persons); it is a dialogue of imprecise dimensions that includes answers to 

a question-advice-information or expresses a question-advice-information 

(Tristia 1.1 includes only vague answers and subtle requests). The subject of 

this dialogue might be null or quasi-null, when the author focuses on the 

letter itself (it is the case here) and the need to communicate is the only 

reason of the epistolary exchange; although a common letter is not literature 

in the wide meaning (as written text intended to be read by a non-finite 

number of persons, known and unknown, or whose identity is of no interest), 

any letter is literature from two standpoints: as a written text and, 

consequently, as a cut into the stream of ideas put in words; the cut is given 

by the material frame of the letter, for which the consistent support is but one 

of the defining elements; the verbalised frame is another element: these are 

more or less rigid formulae; the epistolary discipline (materialised in 

answering a letter, in offering some information, in expressing interest 

regarding the addressee). It is a completely acceptable piece of literature 

when the epistolary approach is only a pretext (like here) or when there are 

some explicit references (vide v. 105-107) to preserving other letters/works 

in order to render them publicly, to an undetermined number of recipients, 

whose identity is either unknown or indifferent to the author. 

There are several different reasons that generate a letter ─ and only a 

few of them are legitimate, id est logical. Exchanging information (in the 

variant of offering information) is the best reason for a letter. Asking for 

information is as good a reason. Asking for any kind of news is more likely 

to be a facet of the need to communicate, accomplished by the regular 

epistolary exchange. Some of the information might refer to a distant future, 

as instructions over certain actions. Asking for advice is a common reason; 

vide Seneca‘s 71.1: Subinde me de rebus singulis consulis, oblitus uasto nos 

mari dividi. […] Consilia enim rebus aptantur; res nostrae feruntur, immo 

uoluuntur; ergo consilium nasci sub diem debet. The reasons for writing a 

letter are accompanied by pretexts that make epistolary communication 
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superior to direct one; whenever the information is null or quasi-null, the 

letter fills certain emptiness and is simply the result of contact desire. This 

culminates in the series of letters nihil habeo quod scribam (Att. 9.10.1 Nihil 

habebam quod scriberem; Att. 9.19.4 si quid uel potius quicquid ueniet in 

mentem scribas uelim). 

The reason for this specific Ovidian ―letter‖ is certainly different 

and, only from the standpoint of its author, is a ―conversation halved‖, 

quenching a huge thirst of talking to friends, to Romans, to Rome. 

Nonetheless this letter is a donum, ―gift‖, to its addressee. The ancient theory 

of epistolography is based on the concept of letter as gift: the author 

expresses himself, approaching a topic meant to be appropriate to the 

addressee, in an adequate style. The two characters connected by a letter 

become the harmonious halves of an integer that exists in two different 

places of the world. The letter instantly cancels the distance, reuniting the 

two persons and the two places. The relationship between friends is defined 

in terms of presence (obviously considered a positive element) uersus 

absence (negative situations): the letter is itself an energetic modality to 

terminate a harmful status, at least over the span of reading it.  

The regular letter is a complete gift, as it has material consistency 

and intrinsic value; from this perspective, the letter is more precious than the 

direct dialogue that cannot be treasured in a traditional manner and cannot be 

visited repeatedly. The material cutting up of the letter requires this 

interpretation. The value of the gift has the common coordinates, as the 

material used (expensive, mostly if it is used one single time), the exquisite 

appearance (calligraphy), the author‘s commitment (time, attention, 

studium). The writing itself may be interpreted as announcement of the time 

spent by the author, in a direct relation: a manu propria letter is a palpable 

testimony. The materials used in antiquity did not allow a rapid and 

uninterrupted writing; on the other side, for avoiding such tiredness, there 

were professional calligraphists: the result was nevertheless a shorter letter, 

as usually dictation had to be slow and, inevitably, fragmentary (vide Cicero, 

Att. 7.13a: si scriberem ipse, longior epistula fuisset, sed dictaui propter 

lippitudinem; Att. 10. 3a: alteram tibi eodem die hanc epistulam dictaui et 

pridie dederam mea manu longiorem. Besides this quantifiable dimension of 

the letter text, there is most certainly the intrinsic value of the ars epistolaris, 

as a precious sign of extended studium and amor toward the addressee.  

This particular sort of epistula-donum (Tristia 1.1) is not wrapped in 

a donum-like cloth, as it has no ornaments, deliberately, as Ovid explained. 

It is incultus (―unadorned‖, v. 3), it is not dyed with purple, the colour of joy 

and luxury (nec te purpureo uelent uaccinia fucco, ―you shall have no cover 

dyed with the juice of purple berries‖, v. 5), its title is not written in red ink 

(nec titulus minio, v. 7), its paper is not tinged with oil of cedar (nec cedro 

charta, v. 7); the scroll of the letter does not have precious rods (candida nec 
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nigra cornua fronte geras, ―you shall wear no white bosses upon your dark 

edges, v. 8); its paper is not carefully prepared (nec fragili geminate 

poliantur pumice frontes, ―let no brittle pumice polish your two edges‖, v. 

11). This appearance is well suited to the status of its ―father‖: he is an exul 

(v. 3), so that the letter is wearing the same mourning clothes as its author. 

The donum is simply a mirror of the author, bearing (with no 

embarrassment) the marks of his tears (neue liturarum pudeat; qui uiderit 

illas, de lacrimis factas sentiet esse meas, ―be not ashamed of blots; he who 

sees them will feel that they were caused by my tears, v. 13-14). 

The epistolary exchange is largely affected by distance and 

chronological disparity, not to mention fear over the possible accidents in 

delivering the letter. This fear generates numerous devices meant to secure 

the content of the letter and help it reach its addressee. 

The precise data of a letter (salutation formulae, notes regarding date 

and place) are to be found in Tristia 1.1 in volatile forms. The formulae are 

the precise frame, the element that defines the letter as such: uade, liber, 

uerbisque meis loca grata salute (―go, my book, and in my name greet the 

loved places‖, v. 15)
25

. The formulae are the stiffening of a salutation taken 

over from the spoken area and enriched with the specific marks of the 

epistolary exchange. A letter, before offering the message, is supposed to 

reveal its author; for ancient epistolography there is the aggravating 

circumstance, beyond any control, of the graphic text that can not be 

recognised; there are several reasons for that, besides reading someone‘s 

handwriting for the first time: either the text is not written manu propria, or 

the receiver does not read it, but listens to someone who is reading it.  

The element that authenticates the letter (formulae) might function 

as a sigillum, meant to protect the content of the letter during the journey to 

its addressee
26

. In a common letter, mentioning the addressee seems totally 

redundant, given the fact that the letter is entrusted to a courier in order to 

handle it; nevertheless, the itinerary of a letter usually had several segments 

and several couriers that were supposed to give letters to different persons to 

carry them further. In addition, we face the concrete status of ancient letters, 

which were frequently copied and could circulate as authentic literary pieces. 

From the standpoint of the addressee, the formulae functioned as 

identification marks and as clues to the relationship between sender and 

receiver. Certain details of the formulae were meant to express the politeness 

or to include supplementary elements; the final salute sometimes opened the 

way to a multiple dialogue, containing short messages for different persons 

of the addressee‘s family or friends.  

The addressee in Tristia 1.1 is as open as it could be: to everyone 

who still remembers Ovid and would want to know something about his fate 

(siquis […] nostri non immemor illi, siquis, qui, quid agam, forte requirat, 
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erit, ―if […] there shall be any there who still remembers me, any who may 

perchance ask how I fare‖, v. 17-18). 

Space and time are differently inserted in Ovid‘s poem: time is 

redundant in a false letter like this one, from a literary perspective, but space 

is even more important than it normally is in common epistulae: geography 

is the ultimate reason for Ovid‘s pleading, he beseeches Augustus to allow 

him to renounce the terra remota (―a land far removed from my own‖, v. 

128).  

The time of writing is determined by the respite of its author. Time 

multiplies in the epistolary exchange: writing itself is expanded 

comparatively to speaking; more significantly, there is a physical separation 

between writing and reading a message, with the uncontrollable segment of 

transmitting the message. The three segments (writing, transmitting and 

reading the message) are frequently mentioned in letters. Whenever the 

respite lacks, the letter does not come into being. Whenever the respite is 

strictly limited, the letter is short. In Cicero‘s epistulae, a coincidence of 

writing a letter and receiving one is often to be noted: we encounter a vivid 

description of the moment of reception. The time elapsed between two 

received letters is sometimes the subject of a letter. The author tries to follow 

the route of his letter, in order to secure it and to estimate the moment of 

answering. The moment of reception might be anticipated by waiting for it 

(and speaking/writing on this matter); or might be crumbled by receiving 

several letters at a time. All these specific epistolary data are included for 

different purposes. The place is relevant for addressing the answer and also 

for identifying the author and the precise time of sending the letter or some 

particularities of the message (such as a letter composed while travelling, or 

in a military camp, or in a secluded area). The date is important for 

identifying the letter, especially in an epistolary flux that sometimes 

overlaps: both the sender and the receiver are allowed to verify the 

circulation of letters and the integrity of the corpus.  

These elements might occupy different places in a common letter; 

the position and the modality of these mentions are significant. Placing them 

at the end of the letter is non-emphatic: the day and month are currently 

registered, rarely the year, except in special circumstances, being largely 

useless in a private letter that is normally read within the same year, not 

much later than it was composed. The date and place of composing the letter 

are sometimes enlarged with details (such as the precise hour) or ornaments 

(the day or the year are mentioned in an allusive way, in order to highlight a 

certain event). In official letters, the year is commonly rendered by the name 

of the consules, of high importance for archiving the document. Frequently, 

the date is integrated in the actual text. The facile linkage is given by the 

date of the received letter that is answered by the present one; sometimes 

(mostly in Cicero‘s letters) the dates are concordant, within one day or even 
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several hours of each other. The address of the receiver, of obvious 

importance to the sender, might even impose the length or the content of the 

letter: a vaguely known (or even unknown) address endangers the message 

that has to be somehow protected. Significantly, the notation regarding the 

place is included in the very final line of the Tristia 1.1, exactly where we 

would expect to find it. 

The dimensions of the letter (and, also, of the epistolary exchange) 

are a permanent concern in ancient texts. There are frequent mentions of the 

rhythm of the epistolary exchange, regarding either sending or receiving 

letters. It is relatively common to use an excuse for sending an extremely 

short letter or include a reprove for receiving a laconic one. Surprisingly, 

Cicero seems to be embarrassed because of his own too long or too 

numerous letters and, reversely, suffers for receiving too short and rare 

letters. Sometimes he takes it humorously, but he also seems really 

concerned about it. There are several facts that influence the dimensions of 

the epistulae: the sense of time, the general state of mind of the sender, his 

health, the content itself of the message and the relationship to the addressee. 

Normally, the immediacy of meeting each other shortens the letter or even 

revokes it. Incertitude over the address or the lack of a trustful courier affects 

the proportion of the epistolary exchange, producing letters that consist 

entirely in questions or information on this matter. A hurried courier is an 

opportunity for a letter (always a short one, in these particular 

circumstances). Generally speaking, the courier (tabellarius) is probably the 

element exterior to the letter that is most important in the epistolary 

exchange. Nevertheless, this element might be integrated to the letter, as 

interior element, when the letter itself is caused by the presence of a 

tabellarius (as frequently is the case in Cicero‘s epistulae). By contrast, the 

absence of a tabellarius might result in non-writing a letter. 

Preoccupied to let his letter travel safely, Ovid decides to shorten the 

message, at least towards the end: plura quidem mandare tibi, si quaeris, 

habebam, sed uereor tardae causa fuisse morae (―more direction for you, if 

you ask me, I have been keeping, but I fear to be the cause of lingering 

delay‖, v. 123-124); si […] omnia ferres, sarcina laturo magna futures eras 

(―if you were to carry […] all that occurs to me, ‗tis likely you would be a 

heavy burden to him who shall bear you‖, v. 125-126). 

This Ovidian letter is meant to speak alone, not needing the 

augmentation of a voice; nevertheless, there can be noticed the 

reminiscences of the epistolographic realia. The courier might be any person 

that happens to travel to the addressee or to someone else who is able to 

assume the final delivery, or a professional courier, or one of the personal 

slaves – this being the best option, both in terms of confidence and as a 

guarantee of authenticity. The importance of a courier is multiplied when 

one is entrusted with an oral message or an incomplete letter that has to be 
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supplemented – with precise information or as answers to any of the 

receiver‘s questions. A tabellarius is sometimes sent in order to bring back 

an answer or, in an extreme situation, only for bringing a message, in a 

reverse distribution of the roles between sender and receiver. 

All the elements connected to the author‘s fear over the fate of his 

letter, its journey toward the addressee, evil facts and persons that might 

interfere, are transferred in Ovid‘s poem to the liber itself. The ancient 

letters did not always reach their addressee or they did not do it in time (id 

est when the sender wanted, wished or alleged they would). Besides the 

predictable delays due to the couriers, there are many other situations when 

the author could not follow the route of the letter, either through using some 

irregular couriers, whose tracks were afterwards lost, or because of certain 

accidents on the way. There were some delays (e.g. Seneca, Epist. 50.1), 

even straying (e.g. Cicero, Att., 2.13.2: the previous letter, 2.13.1 was lost); 

of others, the author assumes they were lost, as he did not receive any 

answer (e.g. Cicero, Att., 5.7.1). Some were definitely lost, as there is the 

epistolographic mention of the courier being plundered on the way. 

The fear over a lost letter seems to have two main sources: the first 

one is common and hardly needs any comment (no matter the importance of 

its content, a sent letter is supposed to reach its addressee, to fulfil its 

mission, either as giving/asking information or as a gift, epistula-donum). 

The other source is in perceptible contradiction to the actual status of ancient 

letters: even when written (as it frequently happened) in order to be read by 

different persons, besides the addressee, the letters occasioned their authors 

an obsessive fear over their loss. The route a letter was supposed to take was 

precise: from author to the addressee, who was entitled to lend it, cite it, 

comment, copy or give it to be copied to a different person or persons. All 

these acts are allowed to the owner, id est the receiver − with only one 

exception: the letters that had an expressis uerbis interdiction of being 

circulated. The letters whose content was confidential entered the same 

category.  

The perils that Ovid‘s letter was about to encounter were mostly in 

Rome and came from the other works of the same author, so those are 

fraternal perils: caue, liber, et timida circumspice mente (―be careful, my 

book, and look all around with timid heart‖, v.87). More than that, the letter 

itself might become a peril to his author: deque tribus, moneo, si qua est tibi 

cura aprentis, ne quemquam, quamuis ipse docebit, ames (―and I warn you, 

if you have any regard for your father, love not any one of the three, though 

he himself teach you‖, v. 115-116). 

Between the author of a letter and its receiver there is always an 

intermediary, one or several couriers: this segment and the route itself are 

potential dangers for the content of the letter. Besides the courier, the ancient 

letter knew an additional peril, as it rarely was autographed. Most 
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commonly, it was entrusted to a secretary, and the dictation could have been 

either a precise wording of the message, or a sketch of it. Whenever the 

letter was written manu propria, the handwriting could be recognized, in 

precise instances, by the receiver; reversely, if it was entrusted to a secretary, 

his own handwriting could be recognized; nevertheless, there were several 

distinct circumstances when the author was supposed to ―sign‖ the letter, id 

est to add manu propria the final greeting or to insert an implicit signature. 

This inside signature was the real sigillum, working as protective system 

against forgery. The simplest possible inside signature is answering precisely 

the letter previously received (either chronologically or laconically, id est 

impossible to understand outside the linkage of the two letters) or referring 

to some other letters of the same sender or to some events known only to the 

two persons, sender and receiver: e.g. Cicero, Att., 14.1.1. Less explicitly is 

writing the letter in a predetermined code (e.g. Cicero, Att., 1.13.4; 2.19.5; 

2.20.5; 7.13.5; 7.13a.1) or the Greek language (Cicero, Att., 2.19.,4; 6.1 

passim; 6.4.3) or using mythological names or circumlocutions (Cicero, Att., 

1.12.1; 2.12.2; 2.14.1). To be sure that the information reaches the addressee, 

the author sent it twice, in two different letters (Cicero, Att., 7.1.6). 

Sometimes the letter was complete only by getting the message transmitted 

orally: this is the case of a mute, silent letter, whose role was solely to 

accompany the real information source, which was the tabellarius (Cicero 

Att., 16.13.3). 

Ovid is not concerned over the vanishing of his letter/poem, but over 

a possible fading of its content, a misunderstanding of the words he wrote 

with a precise meaning, to a precise (although not explicitly mentioned) 

addressee.  

One fear is not present in Ovid‘s poem/letter: fear of his letter being 
forged. Forged letters are a reality of epistolary exchange. There are several 
particular instances of forgery that hardly fit the pattern. Some forgeries 
were announced to the person that was the assumed author (Cicero, Att., 
6.6.4), or even the ―author‖ requested forgeries of his own letters (Cicero, 
Att., 3.15.8; 3.21.1; 11.3.3; 11.5.3; 11.7.7; 11.12.4) – sometimes, with 

precise details (Cicero, Att., 11.2,4: quibus tibi uidebitur uelim des litteras 
meo nomine. nosti meos familiares. si signum requirent aut manum, dices me 
propter custodias ea uitasse). 

The particular case of epistolography from the standpoint of text 
transmission favours the variants, especially when the sketch and the final 
text are fused in the same letter (vide Cicero, Fam., 5.8). Cicero used to write 

himself only in the cases of highly confidential matters; he usually writes a 
sketch or simply dictates it to a slave, and finally transcribes it. Whenever 
sending the original, he feels the need to excuse himself, and this fact reveals 
an exceptional situation. He and his correspondents used to send a double 
letter, in order to secure the arrival of at least one of them; they also used to 
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transcribe their own letters or the received letters, in order to show them to 
friends. Whenever a letter became illegible or was destroyed, Cicero was 
able to produce a new copy of it: this is a testimony of his epistolary archive, 
kept in perfect order. No wonder the letters were published not as they were 

sent, but revised and re-elaborated.  
The intrinsic signature is clearly stated by Ovid, better than in any 

real letter: ut titulo careas, ipso noscere colore (―though you should lack a 
title, your very style will bring recognition‖, v. 61); nec te, quod uenias 
magnam peregrinus in urbem, ignotum populo posse uenire puta (―and think 
not, because you enter into the great city as one from foreign lands, that you 

can come as a stranger to the people‖, v. 59-60).  
The destiny of a received letter in Antiquity is a fascinating topic. 

Once the letter reaches the addressee, its fate is manifold: it is destroyed or 
kept (for a long or short period); its owner keeps it for himself or makes it 
known to other person or persons, either through commentaries or offering 
the text – the entire letter or parts of it – in a written form or reading it 

himself, the letter itself or a copy of it (copied by the receiver or by an 
intermediary).  

The effect the letter has on its recipient is normally rendered in the 
answer; vide Seneca, Epist., 2.19.1; 4.41.1; 18.102.1. The effect might be 
resuscitated in time, when giving the letter a new reading; e.g. Cicero (Att. 
9.10), lacking news from Atticus, unfolds the uolumen containing the copies 
of Atticus‘ letters and describes the process in a letter that begins with nihil 
habebeam quod scriberem and includes older passages revisited: his ego tuis 
scriptis me consolor, ut nihil a me adhuc delictum putem [...] ego his litteris 
hoc tamen profeci: perlegi omnis tuas et in eo acquieui (9.10.5). The copies 
were most certainly written by Cicero himself, as they are strictly selected 
and commented. See also 13.13/14: sed crebro regusto tuas litteras; in iis 
acquiesco. tamen exspecto noua. Drawing up an answer occurs more 
frequently than describing the effect the letter had on its recipient. The 
answer might be simply the confirmation of receiving a specific letter 
(identified by date, place, courier). Answering a letter with multiple subjects 
generally retains the order; answering several letters arrived simultaneously 
generally retains the chronology. Both habits know important exceptions 
(e.g. Cicero, Att., 15.17.1; 1.16.1: respondebo tibi “hysteron proteron 
homericos”). Citing a letter (or a fragment of a letter) is a common practice, 
with multiple variants. There are quotations from the letter that is answered 
(e.g. Cicero, Att. 16.15.3; Seneca, Epist., 1.8.1; 4.40.2) or from personal 
letters, either from memory or using the personal archive. Copying a letter is 
the extended way of citing it: either for personal use or for circulating it. 
Vide Att., 9.10.4: euolui uolumen epistularum tuarum, quod ego sub signo 
habeo seruoque diligentissime. On the other side, in Cicero there are only 
two instances of referring to some destroyed letters (Att., 8.2.4; 10.12.4). 

The place of Ovid‘s letter, after reaching its destination, is the 
library-archive, in a case that holds all the scrolls of its author‘s work: cum 
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tamen in nostrum fueris penetrale receptus, contingerisque tuam, scrinia 
curua, domum, aspicies illis positos ex ordine fratres (―but when you find 
refuge in my sanctuary, reaching your own home, the round book-cases, you 
will behold there brothers arranged in order‖, v. 105-107). 
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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to discuss theoretical approaches to 

emigration and exile, especially from the perspective of Irish critics, and to present the 

manner in which they have been applied to (modern) Irish writing, such as Joyce‟s A Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man, which is considered fundamental in this respect, or in Seamus 

Heaney‟s poetry. These theoreticians insist on the existence of a tradition of exile in Irish 

writing, some focusing on a tragic sense of Irish expatriation seen as exile and, therefore 

damaging for the individual, whereas others have insisted on the positive aspects of newness 

and non-conformity, inclusiveness and expansion experienced by Irish exiles seen as hybrids.    
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Many theoreticians have dealt in the case of Irish exile with an acute sense 

of a common culture transmitted from generation to generation, a strong 

desire to return and a sense of oppression and victimization, whereas others 

see diaspora in positive terms, as opening up the definition of Irishness to 

include Protestants or Anglo-Irish and as bridging homeland, the new 

multicultural community and the consciousness of belonging to an 

international community at the same time. The aim of this article will be to 

highlight issues referring to critical and theoretical perspectives on Irish 

emigration and exile and to analyse how these tensions, dualities and 

ambivalences may apply to (modern) Irish writing.  

In a study on the issues of emigration and exile, Synge and Anglo-

Irish Literature (1931), Daniel Corkery argues that the case with Ireland is 

different as a nation‘s literature in general is not defined by expatriates but 

for Ireland this is precisely the case; what unites these writes is their Irish 

background, their leaving the country of their own free will and the use of 

the English language. Corkery used the term ―expatriate‖ to avoid the more 

charged one of ―exile‖ when referring to ―the wild geese of the pen‖ 

(Corkery in Ward 5) and he provides a list of thirty-six Irish writers living 

outside the country, such as Pedraic Colum and James Joyce, Sean O‘Casey 

and G.B. Shaw. The dialogue between home and abroad pervaded the artistic 

consciousness of both those who stayed and those who left. The Anglo-Irish 

were ―spiritual exiles‖ for him, as their only topic was the decline of the 

Ascendancy Big Houses. They were a Protestant community that dominated 

Ireland in the eighteenth century, the term Anglo-Irish referring to descent, 
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education and/or political option. Due to the Penal Laws (1695-1727), which 

restricted Catholics until the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, they had 

become a strong community in Ireland, seen by the natives as allies of the 

English government. So, an Anglo-Irishman had to fight hard to win the 

confidence of the natives (e.g. Parnell, who made great contributions to the 

political consciousness of the natives through the Home Rule movement, yet 

failed to erase suspicions as regards his religious affiliation).  

Even if the (Protestant) Ascendancy, which has been another term 

for the Anglo-Irish since the eighteenth century to refer to the ‗greatness‘ of 

the Protestant Irish, was in decline in the nineteenth century, they retained a 

certain sense of superiority and aloofness, which made them isolated, 

marginal, alien and spiritually hyphenated. Their existence was centred in 

two places: in Dublin, Belfast or a Big House in the countryside, while their 

expectations still looked to London. The Anglo-Irish denied their domination 

over Ireland and tried to redefine their identity aesthetically and artistically 

by appropriating their Irish half, yet they were never seen as entirely part of 

the Irish identity. Richard Fallis, in his study The Irish Renaissance: An 

Introduction to Anglo-Irish Literature (1978), mentioned by Ward (13), 

considers that every valuable Irish poet of the Revival period became an 

exile: Yeats, exiled in his imagination, A. Clarke, exiled in medieval Ireland, 

F.R. Higgins, exiled in the West of Ireland, etc.     

W.B.Yeats asserted his ―Anglo-Irish solitude‖ and his sense of 

displacement. He experienced a sense of division since childhood: on the 

one hand, there were the family prayers and reading the Bible in the 

Protestant tradition, a moral upbringing, a political presence identified with 

Britain and on the other hand, he was exposed to the fairies, the Catholic 

servants and their tales, a premonition of the Otherworld, different from 

rational Victorian England. In London, he was a colonial subject and in 

Sligo, he should have been the colonizer, yet he wanted to bring together 

Protestant and Catholic Ireland. Before Rushdie‘s Imaginary Homelands, 

Yeats defined the Anglo-Irish as ―hybrids‖, i.e. people who root themselves 

in ideas and memories and who have been obliged to define themselves as 

they have been defined by others by their otherness (Kiberd 164). Rushdie‘s 

view regarding the experience of the emigrant is positive since ―the migrant 

is not simply transformed by his art; he also transforms his new world‖ and 

―migrants become mutants, but it is out of such hybridization that newness 

can emerge‖ (Rushdie in Kiberd 165). This quest becomes the goal itself as a 

self could only awaken by an act of hybridization, after first being split into 

two. Equally favourable is George O‘Brien‘s view, in his essay ―The Muse 

of Exile: Estrangement and Renewal in Modern Irish Literature‖ (Ward 14), 

in which he describes exile as a movement of the mind rather than a physical 

movement, this being the connection between Yeats and Joyce.   
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Benedict Kiely, in Modern Irish Fiction: A Critique (1950), stresses 

the existence of a tradition of exile in Irish writing, mentioning that it would 

be as easy for him as it was for Corkery in 1931 to put up a list of Irish 

writers living outside Ireland. Kiely uses the terms ―exile‖, ―expatriation‖ 

and ―emigration‖ interchangeably, drawing on the ambivalence of the sense 

of those pulled back by home and also challenged by the promise of an 

enlarged experience. He devotes a full chapter to Seán Ó Faoláin, ―an Irish 

exile living at home‖ (in Ward 8), a writer that felt displaced at home. 

Actually, there is nothing new about this inner-exile; the trope of interior 

exile has been embedded in the Irish Catholic and Gaelic mythology by the 

proscribed poet of the Gaelic tradition and the priest of the Penal Laws 

times. Peter Costello‘s study on Irish literature from 1891 to 1939, from 

Parnell‘s death to Yeats‘s death, published in 1978, redefines the concepts of 

―expatriates‖ and ―exiles‖ in this positive light used by some of his 

predecessors. According to him, ―expatriates‖ shake their country off like on 

old skin, whereas ―exiles‖, however far they may go, have their country on 

their minds, like Joyce. Costello also refers to Yeats‘s ―internal state of 

exile‖ (in Ward 12).  

Chris Curtain, Riana O‘Dwyer and Georóid O Tuathaigh, in the 

essay ―Emigration and Exile‖ (1988), mentioned by Ward (15), identify four 

phases of the Irish exile in literature: first, an exploration of identity and an 

examination of community and attachment to place; second, a theme of 

alienation and separation; third, a literature written outside Ireland and which 

strives for objectivity; fourth, a return to the homeplace. Kerby Miller, in 

Emigrant and Exile: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America (1985), 

also refers to the long tradition of Irish emigration as exile. He discusses the 

tensions in the Irish Catholic nationalist conceptualisation of the term 

―exile‖, seen as tragic for the well-being of the emigrant, who could be 

corrupted, and as a holy mission of those departed since their remittances 

contributed decisively to church building and opposition to England back 

home in Ireland. There are at least two opposed forces active in the 

consciousness of the exile: the centripetal tendency of Catholic nationalist 

thought pro Irish-Ireland aspirations and the centrifugal pull implicit in the 

artist‘s choice in opposition to conformity.               

Another critic who is interested in defining the concepts of exile and 

emigration is Edward Said, who focuses on the terms ―filiation‖ and 

―affiliation‖ as characterizing the relationship of an author to his homeplace 

and to other cultures. In the essay ―The Mind of Winter: Reflections on Life 

in Exile‖ (1984), he discusses exile as a wound provoked by the rupture 

from the native place; to view exile as heroic and romantic and a spur to 

creativity is to try and belittle its mutilations, according to the critic (49-59). 

Said equally distinguishes between ―exile‖ (implying banishment, a touch of 

solitude and spirituality), ―refugee‖ (a twentieth century creation, with 
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political connotations, requiring assistance), ―émigré‖ (involving a choice) 

and ―expatriate‖ (denting a voluntary living in another country for personal 

reasons) (49-59). Interestingly, he associates the European novel with a form 

of transcendental homelessness as it emerged from the instability in which 

the main characters attempted to create a new world that resembled their 

former home. The novel exists because other worlds may exist as 

alternatives for exiles, who feel their difference as a kind of orphanhood and 

refashion their native community and memories fictively. The literature of 

exile draws on the Christian and humanistic tradition of redemption through 

loss and suffering. At the extreme, the exile can make a fetish of exile to 

distance himself / herself from all connections. The positive aspect of exile 

would be the insight into at least two cultures. 

There are, according to Ward (231), two important texts in relation 

to exile and the artist in the Irish tradition: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man by James Joyce and The Proclamation of the Republic, delivered in 

front of the General Post Office, on 24 April 1916, by Patrick Pearse on 

behalf of the Provisional Government of Ireland. The Proclamation 

triggered events which were the culmination of years of nationalist rhetoric. 

During the Easter Rising 1916, the Irish rebels took over the General Post 

Office in Dublin, read the Proclamation and hoisted a green flag with the 

words ―Irish Republic‖. The grievances of many rebels were economic but 

the frustrations of all the fighters were cultural – they wanted a land in which 

Gaelic traditions would be fully honoured. The Easter Rising was fought in 

the streets, the major buildings were occupied by the insurgents and the face 

of the city ―changed‖ forever or rather not changed, which made the 

insurgents tragic. They had a vision of the Irish Republic before they sought 

their dream in history just like Yeats, who invents an ideal Ireland, then falls 

in love with it and breathes it into being in a Pygmalion-like manner.  

The tone of the Proclamation was messianic and drew on the 

rootedness offered by territory, language and longevity. It revealed the 

conservative and colonial background of the country, Ireland being she and 

her, like in Yeats‘s play Kathleen Ni Houlihan, the citizens being its children 

who are offered security in exchange for obedience.  

Irishmen and Irishwomen: 

In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she 

receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons 

her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom. 

Having organized and trained her manhood through her secret 

revolutionary organization, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and 

through her open military organizations, the Irish Volunteers and the 
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Irish Citizen Army, having patiently perfected her discipline, having 

resolutely waited for the right moment to reveal itself, she now seizes 

that moment, and, supported by her exiled children in America and by 

gallant allies in Europe, but relying in the first on her own strength, 

she strikes in full confidence of victory. (in Ward 231) 

The document comprises the idea of exile in terms of forced 

removal. In the family image promoted by the Church teachings, the text 

conceives of those in America as obedient children whose function is to 

support those at home. Only those in America seemed to have been included 

in the extended Irish family.  

The signatories of the Proclamation were poets - Patrick Pearse, 

Joseph Plunkett and Thomas McDonagh - and, like Joyce and Stephen 

Dedalus, they were rebels. Stephen Dedalus in Joyce‘s Portrait has his own 

proclamation of independence:  

I will not serve that in which I no longer believe, whether it call itself 

my home my fatherland, or my church: and I will try to express 

myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and as wholly as I 

can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to use – 

silence, exile and cunning. (Joyce 247)  

This novel has been seen as a manifesto for the artist as an outcast in 

early twentieth century and it inscribes Joyce in a larger European Romantic 

tradition.  

Stephen acknowledges the background informing his psyche: ―This 

race and this country and this life produced me... I shall express myself as I 

am‖ (Joyce 202). It is, from an anti-colonial and post-nationalist point of 

view, the tradition of a mostly rural colony using the language of the 

colonizer, with the main precepts: obedience, family and separation from 

non-Catholic Irish elements. Stephen‘s weapons, silence, exile and cunning, 

have been inherited by Stephen from the Irish tradition and the Romantic 

tradition employed by the artist to explain his alienation. In Said‘s terms, this 

experience affiliates Joyce with other exiled artists of modernism, rendering 

him a poète maudit, a seer and a prophet.  

Stephen‘s diary entry for April 14, giving account of the encounter 

with the peasant in the west, is proof of the ambivalence felt by emigrants: 

the attachment to home, family, love, and the loyalty to the place of your 

formation, on the one hand, and the attraction of the new place, on the other. 

The young man‘s decision to leave is experienced by him as a missionary, 

aesthetic action in the service of Ireland; his desertion becomes loyalty and 

he is like one of those Irish-Americans, who had the pictures of those at 

home and of the Pope on the walls in America and whose remittances 
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contribute to the well-being of the country: he goes ―to forge in the smithy of 

my soul the uncreated conscience of my race‖ (Joyce 253).   

Exile goes back to early Irish Christianity and the monastic tradition, 

which envisaged exile as martyrdom. The attachment to family, community, 

place found expression in the myths and legends of Celtic Ireland in their 

Christianized form. With the waves of invaders (Vikings, Normans, Tudors, 

Cromwellians) came patterns of banishment. The Penal Laws brought about 

the proscription of poets and priests.  

According to another view, the Ireland of the Famine period was 

seen as the place to be exiled to not from and America was seen as the 

Promised Land. But the same period also created the image of the Irish 

exodus, in the context of which emigration was interpreted as forced 

exclusion. In the circumstances, the Irish artist could only use the ―cracked-

looking glass of a servant‖, mentioned by Joyce in the opening episode of 

Ulysses, to create alternative fictions drawing on myths, the past, one‘s own 

creativity or retreat into silence. Stephen Dedalus uses exile as a metaphor 

for all departures, associated with hundreds of years of oppression and with 

the western tradition of the artists predestined to break the bonds of 

narrowness of any type.   

After the Partition of the island of Ireland into the Irish Free State 

(later the Republic of Ireland) and Northern Ireland, there was little room in 

the south for dissent; art, controlled through censorship, was supposed to 

serve the state. Thus, in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, many Irish artists left: 

Samuel Beckett, Elizabeth Bowen, Frank O‘Connor, Kate O‘Brien and 

others. To explain these writers‘ reasons for departure, Andrew Gurr‘s study 

(Ward 238) distinguishes ―colony‖ from ―metropolis‖, considering that the 

artist‘s freedom rules only in the metropolis. For some writers, like Joyce 

and many others actually, exile may have been empowering, whereas there 

are also cases when it has triggered the refusal to speak, as a defence 

mechanism as regards a culture of shame which stigmatized those who had 

to emigrate. Gurr also notes that Joyce, the archetypal artist-exile, spent his 

life rebuilding his home in his art, but was unable to return as those 

particular circumstances prevented him from writing. According to Gurr 

(Ward 238), absent Irish writers have often resorted to forms such as the 

bildungsroman, autobiography and travel writing.  

Since the 1960s, emigration has taken place in Ireland, as in other 

places, in the context of a revolution in communications. Comparative 

studies of Irish emigrant experience highlight today the similarities with 

other dispersed cultures. Benedict Anderson mentions in his article 

―Exodus‖ the concept of long-distance nationalism, which should be seen as 

incorporative rather than exclusive, and in terms of belonging (322). All the 

Irish writers who have chosen to live somewhere else contribute today to an 

enrichment of Irish writing produced by this Greater Ireland, which 
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comprises those who live in other places but visit regularly (Joseph 

O‘Connor, Edna O‘Brien, Tom Paulin, Paul Muldoon, William Trevor, 

Derek Mahon, etc); others are based in Ireland but spend considerable 

amounts of time elsewhere (Seamus Heaney, Benedict Kiely, Brian Friel). 

Their exposure adds to the forms of hybridity they already possess as part of 

their formation.  

Exilic studies today, with a focus on ―inside‖ and ―outside‖, ―centre‖ 

and ―periphery‖, ―home‖ and ―abroad‖, ―present‖ and ―past‖, 

reconceptualise terms such as identity, history and representation in such a 

way that ―otherness‖ becomes prominent (Ward 244). Seamus Heaney may 

be of help if the nature of ―otherness‖ is to be considered in the case of the 

Irish nation today:   

As I sit weighing and weighing 

My responsible tristia. 

I am neither internee nor informer; 

An inner émigré, grown long-haired 

And thoughtful, a wood-kerne.  

(―Exposure‖ North 66-67) 

The poet is engaged in an inward examination of his priorities as an 

artist. Confronted with the violence in Northern Ireland, Heaney feels like 

David challenging Goliath, a role he cannot undertake. The poet‘s fame has 

made him a public figure and exposed him. It is the exposure to the gloomy 

vision on the history of the North that characterizes his entire volume 

entitled North. The poet‘s exile is voluntary, yet, trough questioning, in 

times of crisis, made to appear as necessary. It sounds like the poet‘s 

declaration of poetic freedom similar to the one of Joyce‘s Stephen. This 

anticipates the poet‘s identification with Sweeney, the pagan figure of the 

Ulster king, cursed to wander as a bird banished from his native place, 

revisited in Heaney‘s volume Station Island. This experience accounts for 

the image of the artist in general as somebody who will not conform without 

questioning to the expectations of the community and who is compelled to 

look inwards and backwards to be able to write.   

At the same time, the artist is aware of some mysterious, concealed, 

universal beauty that may lie hidden in nature, waiting to be discovered. 

Witness to this mystery, is, in poems ―Night Drive‖ and ―The Peninsula‖ 
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(Door into the Dark), another poet-figure created by Heaney, that of the 

poet-driver/ traveller. The image of the poet as a ―solitary driver‖ (Tobin 45) 

is extremely important for the poet‘s quest for self definition with Heaney.  

The smells of ordinariness  

Were new on the night drive through France. 

I thought of you continuously 

A thousand miles south where Italy 

Laid its loin to France on the darkened sphere. 

Your ordinariness was renewed there. 

(―Night Drive‖ Door into the Dark 22) 

Somehow, the poet is aware that his survival as a creator depends on 

the ability to defamiliarize, to transform the ordinary, the loved one‘s 

commonness in this case, into something new. The solitary, nocturnal 

reflection while driving helps in the process.  

The poet must move beyond the limits of the known into 

―extremity‖, as mentioned in the poem ―The Peninsula‖: 

When you have nothing more to say, just drive  

For a day all around the peninsula. 

And you are in the dark again.  

And drive back home, still with nothing to say 

Except that now you will encode all landscapes 

By this: things founded clean on their own shape, 

Water and ground in their extremity.  

 (―The Peninsula‖ Door into the Dark 9) 
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The poems ―The Peninsula‖ and ―Night Drive‖ mark the poet‘s 

intention to embrace a vision without limits, as if the driver extended himself 

beyond borders. And beyond these borders, he claims to see clarity and the 

true things. These poems are also about the necessity of peregrination, the 

virtues of ―the backward look‖ throughout the creative process and Heaney‘s 

imaginative quest. The driver‘s backward look could be interpreted as a 

return to origins under the pressure of forces that have displaced him from 

home and shaped his personality and his community. The distance is needed 

only to gain in intensity, depth and clarity. Displacement must be accepted 

so that the poet does not lose his critical distance, yet the forces of the 

community press him to return to them imaginatively, as in Joyce‘s case. 

Thus, the motifs of leaving and return are interestingly interwoven in 

Heaney‘s poetry with images of journeying and of the poet-driver. Heaney‘s 

poetry seems to be fuelled by a dialectic of leaving and return, an 

imaginative straying from the place of origin permanently doubled by ―the 

backward look‖.    

Starting with Heaney‘s second volume, Door into the Dark, almost 

each of his volumes contains a poet-driver, whether the poet imagines, while 

driving, the suffering of Christ (―Westering‖ Wintering Out), of the Tollund 

Man (―The Tollund Man‖ Wintering Out), sacrificed to a fertility goddess, or 

of Sweeney, the seventh-century Ulster king changed into a bird-man and 

exiled (―On the Road‖ Station Island):  

We drove by, 

 A dwindling interruption 

 As clappers smacked  

 On a bare alter 

And congregations bent  

 To the studded crucifix. 

 What nails dropped out that hour? 

 Roads unreeled, unreeled 

Falling light as casts 

 Laid down 
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 On shining waters 

 Under the moon‘s stigmata 

Six thousand miles away, 

 I imagine untroubled dust, 

 A loosening gravity, 

Christ weighing by his hands. 

(―Westering‖ Wintering Out 67-68) 

 

The poet-pilgrim travels away from home, ―six thousand miles 

away‖, to California. It is self-imposed exile, beyond the love of home, to 

attend the wound of home. The distance also marks the imaginative return 

home. Recalling the Good Friday, when he began his journey, the poet 

pictures both congregations (Catholic and Protestant) in Northern Ireland 

and also the violence in the name of Christ. The tension between home 

bounds and artistic urge is encapsulated by Christ‘s symbol. Similarly to the 

Son of Man, the poet-pilgrim places himself in the position of a victim. He is 

suspended, ―stretched between politics and transcendence, and is often 

displaced from a confidence in a single position by his disposition to be 

affected by all positions, negatively rather than positively capable‖ (Finders 

Keepers 8). According to critics, this is the position adopted in general by 

neo-colonial writers, who subtly use marginality to re-imagine the centre. 

The connotations associated in general with going west, with the journey 

westward, are ones of fatality and mortality (Stanca 179-185).   

Another crucial moment in Seamus Heaney‘s life and poetic journey 

was the year 1972, when he left Northern Ireland to live in the Republic of 

Ireland, settling in Glanmore, Co. Wicklow, with his family. The poet 

confessed that he did not leave because of the Troubles. According to his 

own statements, Heaney‘s reasons for leaving were not exactly political but 

rather artistic and spiritual. They had to do with a quest of wilderness, 

silence, of that claustrophobic nest in which the poet could create. Hence, the 

poet‘s need for departure and exile. This is a physical process that could be 

idealized into an intellectual paradigm to be associated with representations 

of poetic creation throughout his volumes, through various poetic masks and 

metaphors. The poet is an émigré from the North and sectarian violence but 

still a resident of the island of Ireland, and therefore, an inner émigré as he 

calls himself in the poem ―Exposure‖. He is neither trapped within (an 
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―internee‖) nor outside (an ―informer‖); he is an emigrant of the spirit (―An 

inner émigré, grown long-haired‖). While ―removed from the actual 

conditions of violence, he is still within the Irish mind-set‖ (O‘Brien Seamus 

Heaney and the Place of Writing 23). ―Everybody‘s in exile to start with, 

everybody who writes‖, according to Heaney (Manganiello 103), especially 

the Irish writer, who finds himself dislocated in a space of radical ambiguity 

but lodged in the house of language. Heaney attempts to achieve a broader 

perspective through this position of an ―inner émigré‖.  

Heaney‘s is a voluntary exile:  

This kind of self-exile lives and moves about in the society into which 

he was born, but he rejects its purposes … because of alternative 

principles to which his whole personal reality is committed … He 

knows himself to be different, and the pressure of his activity is to 

preserve this difference, and to maintain the individuality which is the 

term of his separateness… . What he has principally to defend is his 

own living pattern, his own mind. (Manganiello 105)     

The poet carries with him the consciousness of his internal exile 

wherever he goes. Each person in Ulster lives first in the actual Ulster, and 

then in one (Nationalist or Unionist) Ulster of the mind. He also lives inside 

what T.S. Eliot called the literary ―mind of Europe‖ (Manganiello 106).  

Places have no fixed address in the poet‘s imagination, they pull in 

different directions. Heaney envisages a Dantean flight beyond place to what 

he calls ―the country of the mind‖ (Preoccupations 132). This poetic voyage 

involves a change of focus from outer to inner reality. The country Heaney 

wishes to visit is being constructed inside the poet‘s mind. These places have 

been ―evacuated of their status as background, as documentary geography, 

and exists instead as transfigured images, sites where the mind projects its 

own force‖ (The Government of the Tongue 5) because art ―is not an inferior 

reflection of some ordained heavenly system but a rehearsal of it in earthly 

terms; art does not trace the given maps of a better reality but improvises an 

inspired sketch of it‖ (The Government of the Tongue 94-95).   

What emigration and exile do in Heaney‘s case is to destabilize the 

essentialism of identity, Irishness in this case, and foreground a hybrid, 

multicultural idea of identity, i.e. alternative Irelands and notions of 

Irishness. ―Through this tropical use of emigration he will transcend insular 

and essentialist Irishness, which he equates with the ‗nets‘ of ‗nationality, 

language, religion‘‖ (O‘Brien Seamus Heaney and the Place of Writing 25). 

According to James Joyce, the nets of nationalism, Gaelicism and 

Catholicism are cast when ―the soul of a man is born in this country‖ (Joyce 

213). By leaving Ireland at the end of the novel A Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man, Stephen Dedalus is trying to redefine these centralities of 
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identity. Heaney calls them the ―old markings‖ that ―keep the east bank from 

west‖ (Electric Light 11). In the volume Electric Light, in the poem ―Known 

World‖, the poet brings the invocation of a foreign setting – far from Ireland 

– to signal inclusiveness, expansiveness, an unlocking mood and 

reconcilliation: ―In Belgrade I had found my west-in-east‖  (Stanca 196-

199).  

Like oil lamps, we put them out the back — 

of our houses, of our minds. We had lights 

better than, newer than and then 

a time came, this time and now 

we need them. Their dread, makeshift example: 

they would have thrived on our necessities. 

What they survived we could not even live. 

 

By their lights now it is time to 

imagine how they stood there, what they stood with, 

that their possessions may become our power: 

Cardboard. Iron. Their hardships parceled in them. 

Patience. Fortitude. Long-suffering 

in the bruise-colored dusk of the New World. 

And all the old songs. And nothing to lose.  

(Boland in Ward 245) 

Ultimately, to emigrate is to become ―other‖, different and the poet 

Eaven Boland equally tries to re-imagine the centrality of the exile 

experience in the Irish mind. She invites the exiles back home and also to 

reconsider the experiences of those who may have left before them and 

whose encounters may have led to new narratives and a more comprehensive 

consciousness. In conclusion, in the long tradition of the trope of exile in 

Irish writing, critics have highlighted either the sense of loss, separation 

from the community, the wounds provoked by the rupture from homeland, or 

they praised the joy of the encounter with a foreign adoptive place and the 

inclusion within a world frame of mind, or they have resorted to both, since 

exile seems to imply a duality of perception.       
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POSSESSING THE SECRET OF JOY IN SELF-EXILE 
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Abstract: The paper will focus on one of Alice Walker‟s novels, Possessing the 

Secret of Joy, which deals with the ritual of female circumcision. The African American 

writer states that torture should not be part of culture and this circumcision involves the 

scarring of women‟s bodies. It is different from men‟s circumcision as it deprives young girls 

of future sexual pleasure and it may even lead to their death. For a better understanding, the 

article will also refer to Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding 

of Women, a collection of stories and journal entries which served as the basis for a 

documentary on which Alice Walker collaborated with Pratibha Parmar. This documentary 

presents in greater detail the turmoil African women have to endure, which forces some of 

them to run away from home. As they reject tradition, their own parents disown them and the 

young women have to spend the rest of their lives in exile. The protagonist of Possessing the 

Secret of Joy is torn between the demands of her ancestors and her own personal needs as 

she tries to escape her past.  

 

Keywords: circumcision, African rituals, exile, tradition, mutilation, sexuality  

 

 

 
Alice Walker has taken an interest in female genital mutilation and the 

sexual blinding of women with the purpose of preventing it. After 

discovering that practices such as clitoridectomy and infibulation are still 

done in places in Africa and Asia as a way of respecting tradition and, most 

of all, religion, the novelist decided to take action and make these atrocious 

activities known throughout the world. She considered it unfair that tradition 

always seems to be thrust upon women and oblige them to carry this burden 

alone behind a veil or under a knife. Her first attempt at bringing awareness 

of this topic consists in the writing of a novel entitled Possessing the Secret 

of Joy. With the profit made from this book, Alice Walker chose to 

collaborate with Pratibha Parmar on a documentary called Warrior Marks: 

Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding of Women.  

In order to help people grasp the gravity of such rituals, Alice 

Walker draws a parallel between the mutilations in these tribes or in the rural 

areas and the mutilation that women in the Western culture warmly embrace 

for the sake of beauty:  

That in the ―enlightened‖ West, it is as if genital mutilation has been 

spread over the entire body, as women (primarily) rush to change their 
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breasts, their noses, their weight and shape – i.e., by removal of ribs 

and fat, and by such things as deliberate starvation. I would want this 

in the film somehow, because otherwise there will be a tendency for 

Westerners to assume that genital mutilation is more foolish and 

―barbaric‖ than the stuff they do. (Walker and Parmar 8-9) 

She does not desire for these African or Asian people to be viewed 

as barbaric, exotic, the Other, and looked at condescendingly because 

Americans and Europeans have their own ―barbaric‖ rituals. She continues 

by comparing the situation of African women to that of African American 

women from a gender and colonial perspective. A point which has been 

made over and over again regarding the situation of women after the white 

colonizers were forced to leave Africa is also explained by Achmat Dangor 

in his book Bitter Fruit. Women were obliged to forget about their own 

issues and put the needs of the nation ahead of theirs. It would have only 

been selfish of them to discuss their own rights while their continent was 

being ravaged and their traditions destroyed. Such messages were used by 

men to continue propagating female sexual mutilation. If women rebelled 

against it, they took the colonizers‘ side and betrayed their tribe. The same 

can be said about African American women who were told that racial 

problems had to be solved first and only after that would small troubles be 

taken into consideration. However, the situation has not improved in Africa 

or in America enough for women to finally claim their rights.  

Both Nietzsche and Foucault stated that there cannot be only one 

truth since there are so many perspectives in the world. No one perspective 

could claim precedence over another or be considered more valuable or 

important. When colonialists invaded Africa, they tried to impose their own 

style of living, views, religion, and politics since they assumed they were 

superior to those exotic and primitive creatures that did not wear clothes and 

lived in such humble conditions. They contributed to the standards of living 

by constructing roads and buildings but they demanded the locals to accept 

Christianity. Africans refused to abandon their identity and transform into 

what Europeans defined as normal. This was another reason why colonialists 

destroyed all they had created when they were forced to leave their colonies. 

This upfront disobedience and refusal to choose the right path only angered 

the English and the French, therefore they intended to prove how difficult 

life would be without their Truth. Now men in Africa manipulate women 

and advise them to do whatever by adding that tradition and identity will be 

preserved and white colonizers will be pushed away. It is everyone‘s duty 

and national responsibility to contribute to the preservation of their culture. 

Some sacrifice more than others.  

Simone de Beavoir‘s idea that women cannot manage to see 

themselves as a unified group and fight together becomes a violent cry in 
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these tribes. They stand idly as little girls between the ages of three and 

fourteen are kidnapped and taken to the circumciser‘s home where they are 

forcefully pinned down and cut with a knife which is passed down from 

generation to generation. These conditions become a catalyst for AIDS and 

other diseases but, worst of all, a catalyst for death. Not only do mothers 

avert their faces but they are also the ones who engage in the rituals. The 

women are the ones who kidnap and force little girls on the ground. 

Moreover, the grandmother, the one who should be a protective figure, is the 

one holding the knife. Alice Walker sadly observes that ―everyone in the 

ceremony is female, though many look and are dressed exactly like men‖ 

(Walker and Parmar 46). The majority have been rejected by society because 

they are widowed, divorced, or barren. Some of them are even considered 

lesbians
27

. What follows is the girls are forced to get off the ground while 

still in pain and participate in the dancing which is dedicated to this joyous 

occasion. Through this process they have been purified and are no longer 

viewed as unclean and unfit to be wives. It is also a way in which the 

circumciser discovers whether or not the bleeding has stopped despite their 

covering the wounded area with sand and butter.  

It appears that even if men do not participate directly in this 

tradition, there is a simulation of their presence. Baudrillard‘s ―Simulation 

and Simulacra‖ may be applied from a gender perspective in this case. If 

costumes, uniforms, and masks are used so as to create an imaginary world 

or transmit a certain message, women may dress up as men and symbolically 

repress their own gender and sexual traits during a ritual which actually 

involves the destruction of their genitalia. This only goes to prove even 

further Luce Irigaray‘s point of view.  

There are various forms of circumcision: ―Sunna
28

, excision or 

clitoridectomy
29

, intermediate
30

, and pharaonic
31

. […] infibulation, the 

sewing shut of the vulva after all external sexual organs are removed‖ 

(Walker and Parmar 48). Each and every one of them scars women 

physically and psychologically. They will never completely understand their 

bodies and the majority will never experience sexual pleasure in their lives. 

In her novel Possessing the Secret of Joy Alice Walker offers the example of 

Tashi, a woman who has undergone this ritual and been deeply affected. A 

solution which the Western culture has found for her is therapy. 

Unfortunately, this is of no help because of the cultural and gender barriers. 

The therapist concludes that he cannot reach her due to the fact that Tashi 

cannot blame her mother. She can only be saved if she fits Freud‘s theories. 

In their work, The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar 

present women as being reduced to stereotypes by the patriarchal society. As 

a consequence, they are either monsters or angels mostly because men refuse 

to see further into their complexity, as they are afraid of this mysterious 
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eternal feminine
32

. Since Tashi cannot be understood on account of her past 

trauma, her murdering her circumciser is seen as an act of madness.  

In The History of Sexuality, Foucault argues that sexuality has been 

brought forth by modern discourses so as to normalize it. Alice Walker 

emphasizes women‘s sexuality as well so that it would be accepted in all its 

forms by the patriarchal system and no longer oppressed or repressed. She 

attempts to demonstrate that women are not more inclined to engage in 

pathological perversity because they are intellectually inferior to men as 

Freud believed but that they are misunderstood. Consequently, she presents 

women enjoying themselves and deriving pleasure from sex in the absence 

or presence of men and not for the purpose of others‘ entertainment. One of 

the things which distress her about these rituals on top of them being a 

violent passing into adulthood is the fact that these women would never get 

the full sexual experience. Having their labia and clitoris cut prevents them 

from having one type of orgasm while the sowing of their vulva only makes 

them see sexual intercourse with fear and dread since their husband also has 

to cut them open with a knife or a sword thus wounding them further. On 

their wedding night, the most ambitious men cut open their wives so as to 

have sex with them and the more thoughtful ones take them to a midwife to 

perform the surgery. However, in the majority of cases men lie about their 

victorious penetration while choosing anal sex and at the same time 

gradually opening up the woman.  

What follows in Possessing the Secret of Joy is the depiction of 

actions of self-mutilation which are difficult to understand by African 

Americans even though they represent their ancestors‘ way of life. Such 

traditions which involve pain and suffering are strongly rejected and 

classified as narrow-minded and primal. Tashi‘s friends, for example, try to 

convince her to abandon such ideas telling her that she no longer lives in 

Africa but in Europe where such practices are not acceptable. Ironically, 

Olive, one of her American friends, opted for the tribal marks which were 

carved on her face in order to show solidarity.  

However, it was not just the surroundings that influenced Tashi but 

also the manner in which she had been brought up. Her response is actually a 

proud one as this tradition is confined to Africa alone and is not performed 

on any other continent by any other peoples. She practically refuses to 

abandon one type of mutilation for another. What frightens Adam even more 

is Tashi‘s irrational obedience to her cultural heritage. Her compulsion of 

mutilating herself without even being aware of what she is doing bewilders 

him. She has internalized her duties and obligations so much that she begins 

submitting to them unconsciously. Tashi is practically programmed to accept 

her society‘s requests even though they damage her body and mind.  

Alice Walker concludes these African rituals claim that creation 

began with mutilation and rape. This idea is actually based on a religious 
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story which is passed down orally from generation to generation only to 

manipulate people‘s mentality. The myth focuses more or less on the story of 

how God noticed a woman with whom he wanted to have intercourse. 

However, the woman was not so willing to respond to his desires. Her 

clitoris was an obstacle in his endeavors when it rose and looked like a little 

termite hill. God believed that it was too masculine of a woman to have such 

a phallic body part
33

. In order to please himself, he cut her clitoris off and 

engaged in a sexual relationship with her. That is why little girls are 

mutilated in some tribes as they see this as the beginning of life. As Alice 

Walker stood on Goree Island in the House of Slavery where so many 

Africans had been torn from their homeland, she wondered how many of 

them were sexually mutilated women who died trying to give birth or 

because of infections and how many of their female ancestors had been 

raped on plantations while their vulva was sown. 

On top of the myth, there are other justifications for the continuation 

of female circumcision. One of them is religious and said to be found in the 

Koran although there is no reference to excision. Another one states that the 

clitoris symbolizes evil making men important and killing children at birth 

and that is why it has to be removed. To further frighten women and 

convince them they will not experience motherhood, it is said that 

uncircumcised women remain childless. A further explanation for this 

tradition which is a bit more ridiculous than the rest is based on the theory 

that if the clitoris were not removed, it would grow like a penis and hang 

between the legs. Perhaps this was the fear god himself had before engaging 

in sexual intercourse with the woman, which is more or less an indication of 

homophobia.   

Alice Walker refers to this painful process in Possessing the Secret 

of Joy stating that ―I recognized the connection between mutilation and 

enslavement that is at the root of the domination of women in the world‖ 

(137). Thus it was not difficult to connect the two and consider the 

possibility that these mutilated women are not found on the African 

continent alone
34

. The protagonist of the novel, Tashi, eventually turns to 

self-abuse: 

At first she merely spoke about the strange compulsion she sometimes 

experienced of wanting to mutilate herself. Then one morning I woke 

to find the foot of our bed red with blood. Completely unaware of 

what she was doing, she said, and feeling nothing, she had sliced 

rings, bloody bracelets, or chains, around her ankles. (Walker 51) 

Even in a dream, Tashi chose to punish herself physically or find 

relief, as Freud would say, through pain. The rings and bracelets may be a 

reminder of the chains the slaves had to wear so as not to escape. These 
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chains were also covered in blood because the black men and women were 

beaten, whipped, raped, and killed.  

Moreover, Alice Walker has been interested in other tribal traditions 

in Africa which affected women physically. In Possessing the Secret of Joy 

one included the scarring of one‘s face in order to demonstrate the 

preservation of traditions: 

He is missing Tashi. 

But he‘s also very angry with her, she said, because when we left, she 

was planning to scar her face.  

I didn‘t know about this. One of the things we thought we‘d helped 

stop was the scarring or cutting of tribal marks on the faces of young 

women. 

It is a way the Olinka can show they still have their own ways, said 

Olivia, even though the white man has taken everything else. Tashi 

didn‘t want to do it, but to make her people feel better, she‘s resigned. 

(Walker ix) 

In parallel to Tashi there is Lisette, Adam‘s mistress in France. The 

two women appear to come into very strong contrast. Tashi always returns to 

traditions and tries to obey them as much as possible while Lisette often 

refers to the feminists in her country and the impact Simone De Beauvoir 

and others have had on women‘s life. Consequently, Tashi begins to hate 

Lisette because of her connection to Adam while Lisette attempts to 

understand and help Tashi.  

The warmth and care Lisette feels for Adam‘s wife originate in the 

time spent in Africa where she was offered information about how women 

were treated. Adam himself told her the story of Torabe, a man who had 

many wives. One of them died from an infection while giving birth, another 

from a snakebite, and another one ran away from him and preferred to drown 

herself rather than return: ―She‘d gone to her parents and asked them how 

they expected her to endure the torture: he had cut her open with a hunting 

knife on their wedding night, and gave her no opportunity to heal‖ (Walker 

136). Her mother could not encourage her in any way but by telling her that 

she had gone through the same ordeal just like the rest of the women there 

and that it was a normal aspect of life. After this story, Lisette finally 

―recognized the connection between mutilation and enslavement that is at 

the root of the domination of women in the world‖ (Walker 137). Even the 

young woman‘s mother has prepared on a cushion under the bridal bed a 

series of very sharp instruments hidden under a napkin. Therefore, women 
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have internalized men‘s aggressive and violent approach to other women, 

passing it on to their own daughters
35

.  

As a consequence of the mutilating rituals, Tashi marries an African 

American who desires to free her from her traditional chains. Tashi ends up 

belonging to a world which is misunderstood and for this reason deemed 

inferior, savage, and mysterious. She marries a man who occupies the 

position of the colonizer. Despite the fact that Adam Johnson also has a past 

consisting of injustices and, in a manner of speaking, has also been 

colonized, he now becomes the conqueror. Consequently, Tashi assimilates 

and is assimilated by her husband‘s own perspectives on life, values, and 

customs. Gradually she becomes alienated from her own culture and because 

of her trouble to adjust to the new environment she is thrust into, she is seen 

as crazy. 

Tashi is forced to change her name to something more familiar to 

the new world in which she has to integrate, in order to appear less 

dangerous and less conspicuous. Possessing the Secret of Joy is Alice 

Walker‘s sequel to The Color Purple which focuses on the lives of Adam 

and Olive, Celie‘s two children who have been given up for adoption, and 

Tashi, the little girl they meet and befriend in Africa on their trip there with 

their foster parents as missionaries. From the very start there is the 

suggestion that whatever culture they are to encounter has to be changed and 

molded by the one formed in America. Africa has been constantly described 

by various writers and human rights activists, such as Alex Haley in Roots or 

Malcolm X, as the original culture, the roots of all the black people 

forcefully brought to America, the place to which they all wanted to return 

during the Civil Rights Movement. Ironically, a new religion was brought to 

the African natives, a new god that wanted to correct the traditions 

prevailing there, some of which also included female genital mutilation and 

the sexual binding of women. The Color Purple may be seen as the origin 

because it describes the life of the ancestors while Possessing the Secret of 

Joy is an insight into the children‘s growth. A beautiful irony has it that the 

roots are in North America while the descendants attempt to escape Africa, 

which also stresses out the African Americans‘ intent of changing Africans.  

Tashi, still a little girl at the time, becomes close friends with Olive 

and is slowly integrated in the American family, a process which is fully 

completed after she and Adam fall in love and decide to get married. The 

moment the missionaries decide to return to America, they take Tashi with 

them and she becomes Evelyn, which is but a Christian reminder of Eve. The 

book has a very postmodern structure, presenting various versions of reality 

from several characters‘ perspective. This fragmentation of the novel also 

points out the fragmentation of the characters. For instance, as her own 

character evolves, Tashi‘s and Evelyn‘s perspectives are presented, either 

together or separately, clearly indicating a split personality and a feeling of 
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inadequacy. On the one hand, when she refers to her past in Africa and her 

own culture she speaks as Tashi. On the other hand, when she describes her 

experience of adjusting to a new culture, she is Evelyn. Towards the end of 

the novel, the two manage to interlock in one definite person, Tashi thus 

coming to terms with her new complex personality.  

Tashi is then seen as insane because of the cultural differences. 

Gilbert and Gubar present women as being reduced to stereotypes by the 

patriarchal society. Tashi is sued for murder and ends up being locked in 

prison. Those on the outside find it very difficult to understand their 

passionate nature and the reasons for their actions. Their sole purpose is to 

impose their own standards without even trying to comprehend the behaviors 

resulting from different cultures. For instance, Tashi takes revenge on 

M‘Lissa, the woman who was in charge of the girls‘ genital mutilation and 

sexual binding and who caused her sister‘s death among many others‘. 

However, without further deliberation, both women are placed in the 

monster category and locked somewhere between four walls in order to stop 

them from doing any further damage. 

Tashi thus begins to be confused when it comes to her identity. The 

novel actually starts with her confessing her loss of self - ―I did not realize 

for a long time that I was dead‖ (Walker 3) - and she gradually expresses the 

reasons that lead to this epiphany in a way specific to her own culture and 

language, as Olivia, her friend, tends to emphasize: ―This is the way Tashi 

expressed herself‖ (Walker idem 6). Adam has a revelation of unfamiliarity 

when he takes Tashi out of her home: ―The first thing I noticed was the 

flatness of her gaze. It frightened me‖ (Walker 40).  

Her difference is brought forward by her own therapist:  

Negro women, said the doctor, are considered the most difficult of all 

people to be effectively analyzed. Do you know why? […] Negro 

women, the doctor says into my silence, can never be analyzed 

effectively because they can never bring themselves to blame their 

mothers. […] Blame them for anything… (Walker 18-19) 

Therefore, as mentioned before, black women are considered more 

difficult to understand and define than white women. They are supposed to 

be more hysterical, as Freud believed this was a specific feature of the fair 

sex, and, last but not least, they are more inclined to be insane. 

Psychoanalysis has been accused of being too universal and ignorant of other 

factors such as ethnicity or culture due to these rapid conclusions. Various 

obstacles may arise when applying the oedipal complex to some societies as 

well because the family structure may differ from country to country. 

Further criticism brought to Freud dealt with his racist metaphors, such as 

―the dark continent‖, in order to describe women‘s sexuality. This was also 



 

75 

connected to the manner in which Africa was perceived by Europe, i.e. as 

pre-civilized, mysterious and dangerous.  

Nonetheless, M‘Lissa, the woman in charge of the girls‘ mutilation, 

is the first to realize the madness in Tashi: 

The very first day she came I could see my death in Tashi‘s eyes, as 

clearly as if I were looking into a mirror. Those eyes that are the eyes 

of a madwoman. Can she really think I have not seen madness and 

murderers before? (Walker 205) 

This quick recognition is also influenced by self-identification. 

M‘Lissa is a murderer of many little girls, literally, and of feminine identity, 

metaphorically, which gradually drives her insane as she rejects her own 

femininity. Not being able to come to terms with who she truly is, from a 

sexual and gender perspective, M‘Lissa falls apart. Tashi has found her 

double in her sister‘s murderer and her eyes have become as haunted / 

haunting as her doppelganger‘s, M‘Lissa / Mona Lisa.  

One can easily draw the conclusion that because of this loss of 

identity, women have gradually been transformed into slaves. In The Sexual 

Mountain and Black Women Writers. Adventures in Sex, Literature, and 

Real Life Calvin Hernton observes in ―Who‘s Afraid of Alice Walker‖ that 

most of Walker‘s novels and especially The Color Purple present this 

master-slave relationship, yet one suddenly realizes that there are barely any 

white people to fill the master position: ―whites are simply not in the picture. 

The specific emphasis is on the fact that black women are brutalized by 

black men out of the men‘s own volition‖ (Hernton 7). The relationships 

between the two sexes are mainly based on subjugation and domination.  

The perfect example is that of Tashi‘s mother-in-law Celie, who was 

beaten and raped by her own father, who she later found out was not her real 

father at all, and then by her husband, the events being attributed to her role 

as a woman. Celie‘s husband starts by being known as Mr., without a 

specific name, anonymous as if he was meant to symbolize the entire violent 

male race. Progressively, as Mr. grows old and more understanding, he gets 

an identity as Albert Johnson.   

It is quite an awful example of how history tends to repeat itself as 

the oppressed turn into oppressors without realizing how much they have in 

common with the latter. Celie‘s husband practically owns a plantation. 

Moreover, Celie begins to internalize the abuse she has to endure and 

identifies herself with the definition of the outsiders, more specifically, of 

the men. Adam Johnson himself is a less aggressive type of colonizer. His 

adoptive parents were missionaries who intended to improve the situation of 

Africans through education, health, religion, and infrastructure. Their 
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purpose was essentially to change the Africans by imposing a European 

mindset which was also used to alter their perception.  

Despite the fact that Tashi‘s destiny is not very fortunate, she has a 

strong sense of independence and despite the tragic ending, deep down she is 

also victorious. Tashi decides to confess the murder she committed as she 

does not see it as something wrong despite Olivia‘s piece of advice:  

Because when I disobey you, the outsider, even if it is wrong, I am 

being what is left of myself. And that sliver of myself is all I now have 

left. (Walker 250)  

By refusing to save herself, Tashi refuses to abandon her self and 

become somebody else. She possesses the secret of joy in the exile she has 

chosen on purpose because with this exile she preserves the integrity of her 

identity which is more valuable than the freedom of wearing a mask.  
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Abstract: The idea that postcolonial culture is a hybrid one derives straight from 

the notion of de-territorialization, which enhances the disappearance of the relationship 

between culture and place and the mixture of the uprooted cultural identities. It is a view that 

deals with borders, the overlaps, and the in-between places, between two or more cultures. In 

short, this paper deals with an exploration of exile, homeland, and cultural identity. 
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transculturation, sense of exile, travelling cultures 

 

 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 

In a broad view, culture has two primary operative functions: one is to 

endorse what Homi Bhabha called the ‗fixed tablet of tradition‘ and the 

second is to provide a location for the progression of culture through 

generations and time. These two forces intermingle between 

deterritorialization and reterritorialization. The fixed tablet of tradition is 

referred to when questions of correct action or processes arise. The latter 

refers to the process of cultural change and hybridisation – one way to 

distinguish between these two cultural forces is that the fixed tradition is not 

geographically dependent (with reference to reterritorialization), whereas 

hybridisation is often specifically related to place, locale and situation 

(deterritorialization). This paper attempts to show that hybridity is 

transgressive in more than one direction, de-territorializing and immanently 

sui generis in its mode of signification. With hybridity, anything is possible 

for the simple reason that hybridity is about making meaning without the 

repression of a pre-existing normativity or teleology: in the anomie between 

―having been deterritorialized‖ and ―awaiting to be reterritorialized‖ there is 

all manner of unprecedented ―becoming‖. Cultural hybridity therefore 

represents an area of cultural dynamism. This ferment of culture is found on 

the borders, in the overlaps, and the in-between places between two or more 

cultures. Within culture, the construction of Otherness has its own history, 

developing a model of ‗travelling cultures‘.  
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II. THE BORDER 

 

The crossing of boundaries brings about a complexity of vision and also a 

sense of the permeability and contingency of cultures. The choice of this 

paper is significant because in cultural hybrids traditions are loosened and 

the capacity to make choices allowed. In colonial discourse hybridity is a 

term of abuse for those who are products of miscegenation, mixed-breeds. It 

is imbued in nineteenth-century eugenicist and scientific-racist thought. 

Despite this loaded historical past, Papastergiadis reminds us of the 

emancipative potential of negative terms. He poses the question ―should we 

use only words with a pure and inoffensive history, or should we challenge 

essentialist models of identity by taking on and then subverting their own 

vocabulary‖ (Papastergiadis 258). In fact the concept of hybridity occupies a 

central place in postcolonial discourse. It is ―celebrated and privileged as a 

kind of superior cultural intelligence owing to the advantage of in-

betweeness, the straddling of two cultures and the consequent ability to 

negotiate the difference‖ (Hoogvelt 158). This is particularly so in Bhabha‘s 

discussion of cultural hybridity. Bhabha has developed his concept of 

hybridity from literary and cultural theory to describe the construction of 

culture and identity within conditions of colonial antagonism and inequity. 

For Bhabha, hybridity is the process by which the colonial governing 

authority undertakes to translate the identity of the colonised (the Other) 

within a singular universal framework, but then fails, producing something 

familiar but new. Bhabha contends that a new hybrid identity or subject-

position emerges from the interweaving of elements of the coloniser and 

colonised challenging the validity and authenticity of any essentialist cultural 

identity. Hybridity is positioned as antidote to essentialism, or ―the belief in 

invariable and fixed properties which define the ‗whatness‘ of a given 

entity‖ (Fuss xi). In postcolonial discourse the notion that any culture or 

identity is pure or essential is disputable. Bhabha himself is aware of the 

dangers of fixity and fetishism of identities within binary colonial thinking 

arguing that ―all forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity‖ 

(Rutherford 211). This new mutation replaces the established pattern with a 

‗mutual and mutable‘ (Bhabha 264) representation of cultural difference that 

is positioned inbetween the coloniser and colonised. For Bhabha it is the 

indeterminate spaces in-between subject-positions that are lauded as the 

locale of the disruption and displacement of hegemonic colonial narratives 

of cultural structures and practices. Bhabha posits hybridity as such a form 

of liminal or in-between space, where the ‗cutting edge of translation and 

negotiation‘ (Bhabha 125) occurs and which he terms the ‗third space‟ 

(Rutherford 210). This is a space intrinsically critical of essentialist positions 

of identity and a conceptualization of ‗original or originary culture‘: 



 

79 

For me the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two 

original moments from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to 

me is the ‗Third Space‘, which enables other positions to emerge. 

(Rutherford 211)  

Thus, the third space is a mode of articulation, a way of describing a 

productive, and not merely reflective, space that engenders new possibility. 

It is an ‗interruptive, interrogative, and enunciative‘ (Bhabha 270) space of 

new forms of cultural meaning and production blurring the limitations of 

existing boundaries and calling into question established categorisations of 

culture and identity. According to Bhabha, this hybrid third space is an 

ambivalent site where cultural meaning and representation have no 

‗primordial unity or fixity‘ (Bhabha 275). The concept of the third space is 

submitted as useful for analysing the enunciation, transgression and 

subversion of dualistic categories going beyond the realm of colonial binary 

thinking and oppositional positioning. Despite the exposure of the third 

space to contradictions and ambiguities, it provides a spatial politics of 

inclusion rather than exclusion that ―initiates new signs of identity, and 

innovative sites of collaboration and contestation‖ (Bhabha 1). 

 
III. DETERRITORIALIZATION VERSUS 

RETERRITORIALIZATION 

 

With hybridity, anything is possible for the simple reason that hybridity is 

about making meaning without the repression of a pre-existing normativity 

or teleology: in the anomie between ―having been deterritorialized‖ and 

―awaiting to be reterritorialized‖ there is all manner of unprecedented 

―becoming‖.  

The hybrid identity is positioned within this third space, as 

‗lubricant‘ (Papastergiadis 32) in the conjunction of cultures. The hybrids‘ 

potential is with their innate knowledge of ‗transculturation‘ (Taylor 78), 

their ability to transverse both cultures and to translate, negotiate and 

mediate affinity and difference within a dynamic of exchange and inclusion. 

They have encoded within them a counterhegemonic agency. At the point at 

which the coloniser presents a normalising, hegemonic practice, the hybrid 

strategy opens up a third space of/for rearticulation of negotiation and 

meaning. In his piece entitled Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences, 

Bhabha stresses the interdependence of coloniser and colonized, in terms of 

hybridity. He argues that all cultural systems and statements are constructed 

in what he calls the ‗Third Space of Enunciation‘ (Bhabha 209). In accepting 

this argument, we begin to understand why claims to the inherent purity and 

originality of cultures are ‗untenable‘, urging us into this space in an effort to 

open up the notion of an international culture ―not based on exoticism or 
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multi-culturalism of the diversity of cultures, but on the inscription and 

articulation of culture‘s hybridity‖. In bringing this to the next stage, Bhabha 

hopes that it is in this space ―that we will find those words with which we 

can speak of Ourselves and Others. And by exploring this ‗Third Space‘, we 

may elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of ourselves‖. 

Bhabha goes as far as to see this imperial delirium forming gaps within the 

English text, gaps which are:  

…the signs of a discontinuous history, an estrangement of the English 

book. They mark the disturbance of its authoritative representations by 

the uncanny forces of race, sexuality, violence, cultural and even 

climatic differences which emerge in the colonial discourse as the 

mixed and split texts of hybridity. If the English book is read as a 

production of hybridity, then it no longer simply commands authority. 

(Bhabha 43)  

His analysis, which is largely based on the Lacanian 

conceptualization of mimicry as camouflage, focuses on colonial 

ambivalence. On the one hand, he sees the colonizer as a snake in the grass 

who speaks in ―a tongue that is forked‖ and produces a mimetic 

representation that ―...emerges as one of the most elusive and effective 

strategies of colonial power and knowledge‖ (Bhabha 85). Bhabha analyses 

the slippages in colonial political discourse, and reveals that the Janus-faced 

attitudes towards the colonized lead to the production of a mimicry that 

presents itself more in the form of a ―menace‖ than ―resemblance‖; more in 

the form of a rupture than consolidation.  

 
IV. MIMICRY AND CAMOUFLAGE 

 

In Bhabha‘s view hybridity subverts the narratives of colonial power and 

dominant cultures. The series of inclusions and exclusions on which a 

dominant culture is premised are deconstructed by the very entry of the 

formerly-excluded subjects into the mainstream discourse. The dominant 

culture is contaminated by the linguistic and racial differences of the native 

self. Hybridity can thus be seen, in Bhabha‘s interpretation, as a counter-

narrative, a critique of the canon and its exclusion of other narratives. In 

other words, the hybridity-acclaimers want to suggest first that the 

colonialist discourse's ambivalence is a conspicuous illustration of its 

uncertainty; and second that the migration of yesterday's ―savages‖ from 

their peripheral spaces to the homes of their ―masters‖ underlies a blessing 

invasion that, by ―Third-Worlding‖ the center, creates ―fissures‖ within the 

very structures that sustain it. The next phase in the use of the term has been 

to see hybridity as a cultural effect of globalization. For example, hybridity 
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is presented by Kraidy (148) as the ‗cultural logic‘ of globalization as it 

‗entails that traces of other cultures exist in every culture, thus offering 

foreign media and marketers transcultural wedges for forging affective links 

between their commodities and local communities‘. Nederveen Pieterse 

compares hybridity with the rhizome of culture. He argues that globalization 

as hybridization opposes views which see the process as homogenising, 

modernising, and westernising, and that it broadens the empirical history of 

the concept.  

In its most recent descriptive and realist usage, hybridity appears as 

a convenient category at ‗the edge‘ or contact point of diaspora, describing 

cultural mixture where the diasporized meets the host in the scene of 

migration. Nikos Papastergiadis makes this link at the start of his book, The 

Turbulence of Migration: Globalization, Deterritorialization and Hybridity, 

where he mentions the ‗twin processes of globalization and migration‘ 

(Papastergiadis 3). He outlines a development which moves from the 

assimilation and integration of migrants into the host society of the nation-

state towards something more complex in the metropolitan societies of 

today. Speaking primarily of Europe, the Americas and Australia, 

Papastergiadis argues that as some members of migrant communities came 

to prominence ‗within the cultural and political circles of the dominant 

society‘ they ‗began to argue in favour of new models of representing the 

process of cultural interaction, and to demonstrate the negative consequences 

of insisting upon the denial of the emergent forms of cultural identity‘ 

(Papastergiadis 3). Hybridity has been a key part of this new modelling and 

so it is logically entwined within the coordinates of migrant identity and 

difference, same or not same, host and guest. Worrying that assertions of 

identity and difference are celebrated too quickly as resistance, in either the 

nostalgic form of ‗traditional survivals‘ or mixed in a ‗new world of hybrid 

forms‘ (Clifford 103), Clifford sets up an opposition (tradition/hybrid) that 

will become central to our critique of the terms. 

There is much more that hybridity seems to contain: ‗A quick glance 

at the history of hybridity reveals a bizarre array of ideas‘ (Papastergiadis 

169). In addition to the general positions set out above, hybridity is an 

evocative term for the formation of identity; it is code for creativity and for 

translation. In Bhabha‘s terms ‗hybridity is camouflage‘ (Bhabha 193) and, 

provocatively he offers ‗hybridity as heresy‘ (Bhabha 226), as a disruptive 

and productive category. It is ‗how newness enters the world‘ (Bhabha 227) 

and it is bound up with a ‗process of translating and transvaluing cultural 

differences‘ (Bhabha 252). For others, hybridity is the key organizing feature 

of the Cyborg, the wo-man/machine interface (Haraway 25), and it invokes 

mixed technological innovations, multiple trackings of influence, and is 

acclaimed as the origin of creative expression in culture industry production.  
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The initial use of the term hybridity in wider discourse was as a 

stigma in association with colonial ideas about racial purity and a horror of 

miscegenation. In the colonial experience the children of white male 

colonisers and female ‗native‘ peoples were assigned a different (and 

inferior) status in colonial society (a society which refused to even consider 

the possibility of white women with black men.) The driving imperative is to 

salvage centred, bounded and coherent identities: placed identities for 

placeless times. This calls the search for purity and purified identity. Gilroy 

clearly recognizes the problem of purity when he laments ‗the lack of a 

means of adequately describing, let alone theorizing, intermixture, fusion 

and syncretism without suggesting the existence of anterior 

―uncontaminated‖ purities‘ (Gilroy 250). He is correct that the descriptive 

use of hybridity evokes, counterfactually, a stable and prior non-mixed 

position, to which ‗presumably it might one day be possible to return‘ 

(idem). The idea of movement (traveling) is central to Gilroy‘s argument. 

Hence, the image of a ship forms a central metaphor in the text. Gilroy 

describes ships as microsocial systems that focus one‘s attention on the 

circulation of ideas as well as identifying them as cultural and political 

artifacts. Slave ships are particularly central to Gilroy‘s argument as he 

considers slavery as a fundamental moment for the emergence of modernity, 

modern ideas of race, and the Black Atlantic as, in his words, ―a 

counterculture of modernity‖. It was racism and modernity that led people of 

African descent to search for ways to construct oppositional identities and 

retain a sense of cultural integrity and forge common cultural memories. 

As we referred to above, Gilroy denies ethnicity as a basis of 

identity, yet still alludes to a ‗Black Atlantic‘ which needs some common 

inheritance. As a result, Gilroy evokes a ‗travelling culture‘ in the African 

diaspora which is seen as liberating. According to Eceheruo, Gilroy ‗acts‘ 

with restrain the essence of diaspora – the notion of exile. One thing we can 

learn from Ecehuero in order to problematise the question of identity is that 

no matter how complex and mixed a diaspora is ―you cannot belong‖ 

(Eceheruo 9). Whereas black people may have, as Gilroy sets forth, some 

space to manipulate, this space is not limitless: ―the predicament for those 

who have a problem choosing where to belong is that they cannot quite get 

themselves to realize that their options in the matter are very limited indeed‖ 

(Gilroy xi). Paul Gilroy does not have a choice of identities in this context of 

the ―instability and mutability of identities which are always unfinished, 

always being remade‖ (Eceheruo 9). 

So, the dynamics of identity within diaspora are highly complex and, 

to an extent, contingent on other factors. This process of ‗articulation‘ ―is 

thus the form of the connection that can make a unity of two different 

elements, under certain conditions. It is a linkage which is not necessary, 

determined, absolute and essential for all time‖ (Grossberg, qtd. in Patterson 
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and Kelley 19). The main point here is to see that this enunciation is 

reinforced by racial and gender forces, so that individuals within diaspora 

are not free to determine their own identities. This fact points to the final 

element in the diasporic consciousness: the question of return. The 

individuals or groups have different relations to ‗home‘ and return: some see 

Africa in idealistic terms, while others perceive home as a dynamic entity, so 

that it is without meaning to think of a genuine home to return to. The 

images we have here are multiple imaginings of home depending upon the 

cultural circumstances and the level of consciousness. For example, in 

talking about the relationship between Caribbean identity and the African 

home, Stuart Hall comments ―The original ‗Africa‘ is no longer there. It too 

has been transformed. History is, in that sense, irreversible‖ (Hall 233). Such 

a personal interpretation of the diasporic issue led Kwame Appiah to argue 

that ―whatever Africans share, we do not have a common traditional culture, 

common language, common religious or conceptual vocabulary‖ (Appiah 

26). Brah also gathers in his idea of ‗homing‘ the power of return and home, 

in which there is a lingering desire that may or may not be realised in reality. 

Eceheruo approves this idea by saying that: ―The power of the idea lies in 

the principle of it; that a return is possible forever, whenever, if ever‖ 

(Eceheruo 4). This ‗gathering of exile‘ or ‗prophetic vision‘ of the return 

from exile makes the diasporic identity different from other groups‘ 

identities. Gilroy continues, this time with the arguments of Young firmly in 

his sights: 

Whether the process of mixture is presented as fatal or redemptive, we 

must be prepared to give up the illusion that cultural and ethnic purity 

has ever existed, let alone provided a foundation for civil society. The 

absence of an adequate conceptual and critical language is 

undermined and complicated by the absurd charge that attempts to 

employ the concept of hybridity are completely undone by the active 

residues of that term‘s articulation within the technical vocabularies of 

nineteenth-century racial science. (Gilroy 250-251) 

Hall also reacts, naming Young, admittedly in defence against an 

even more sweeping condemnation of postcolonial theory, yet significantly 

with the penultimate words of a volume entitled The Postcolonial Question, 

where he writes:  

…a very similar line of argument is to be found… [in] the 

inexplicably simplistic charge in Robert Young‘s Colonial Desire 

(1995) that the post-colonial critics are ‗complicit‘ with Victorian 

racial theory because both sets of writers deploy the same term – 

hybridity – in their discourse. (Hall 259) 
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Interestingly, the term ‗culture clash‘ was used by anthropological 

critics of Western imperialism, though again with a culturalist bent that was 

less concerned with political redress than with management of ‗relations‘. 

The very idea of cultural survival through fusion, mixture, miscegenation, 

creolization, provoked apoplexy among the great and the good of colonial 

rule, and much energy has subsequently been expended attempting to 

unravel the violent consequences of a paranoid ‗first contact‘. 

For example, I will take the ―Balkans‖ to mean an identity non-

identical with itself, in its turn full of multiple identities in the making. What 

is ―identity‖ anyway? It is an excess of self, an appropriative positioning, 

and one that needs to construct alterity in order to build itself. The more 

shaky the identities, the more they are in the making, the more borders 

become insecure and a source of violence. ―Balkan identity‖ is a particularly 

unstable one, one where de-identification is at work all the time through a 

complex process of othering – othering being curiously enough at the source 

of self and of identity. Any territorialisation takes that shape, and any 

territorialisation is made up of plentiful de-territorialisations of course 

(Deleuze) and the shifting borders. But where dramatic re-territorialisations 

take place, through cultural, political or other re-definitions or through and 

after wars, borders and boundaries are being produced in excess. Borders 

and boundaries are produced with both the intent to separate and identify 

restrictively, as well as with the simultaneous claim to overcome and 

identify at a higher level or to reach out for some wider identity. Europe is 

being constructed in this way, through its outer border reproducing 

constantly inner through local and confined, bordering, fragmentation. It 

may be strange to discover that culture can be, in such a context, an 

instrument of aggression in the sense of identity-building: under this guise, 

culture becomes naturalised, essentialised, instrumental, and operates exactly 

as the concept of ―nature‖ in the context of reason split without sharing. 

Bigger integration movements (the European Union, globalisation), produce 

at the other end corresponding fragmentation. A democratic culture would 

have more of it, a non-democratic one less. But we now see how 

transbordering involves moving along the vertical of an already existing 

hierarchy. 

In my terminology, culture becomes essentialised in cases when 

translation is not attempted, and it can prepare for war, though not all 

communities, not all states will necessarily start from there. But, within the 

general world-wide ethnicisation, it is true that ―culture‖ is used more and 

more often to denote things like religion, nature, difference, etc. It actually 

means a general distrust of the universal. The latter is rather a feature of the 

globalised post-modern and post-colonial world, whereby pockets of ―pre-

modernity‖, of ―tradition‖ or of ―under-development‖, as it once used to be 

called, coexist within the entire world. 
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V. TRAVELLING IDENTITIES 

 

Culture in itself is not static, it is very fluid. Culture evolves, adapts and 

adopts. In this sense, travelling identities are part of an initiation step. The 

journey is an apparently linear and fixed path, while wandering / adventure 

has some unforeseen and sinuous implications. However, the apparent 

purpose of imposing a trip overlaps the apparent lack of purpose that 

characterizes the adventures. As Baudelaire asserts, “The real travelers are 

those who leave to go!” 

Within the oscillation between negritude and negriceness, the 

African-descendent experiences become the symbol of mobility. Involved in 

such a kind of moveable identity, ―[…] the subject develops different 

identities in specific moments. These identities are not unified around a 

coherent ‗self‘‖ (Hall 13). This mobility which features the African-

descendent identities is sustained by the double consciousness of the 

existential experience that instigates the black subject to move within the 

westernized world. Du Bois explains that when he lives the double 

consciousness, the black subject ―feels his two-ness – an American, a Negro; 

two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in 

one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn 

asunder‖ (DuBois 2), thus creating a so-called ‗hyphenated‘ cultural identity. 

For Edouard Glissant, such a feeling of duality prepares the white subject for 

some new aspects of Creoleness, an experience that makes the composite 

identity possible, thus giving room for the kind of ―rhizome-like identity, an 

identity not like a single root identity [Negriceness, or Negritude], but one 

like a root moving towards the encounter with other roots [Negriticeness]‖ 

(Glissant 27).  

The concept of négritude refers to those traveling identities and 

cultures, coming from Africa, going to the Caribbean, and then advancing to 

Europe. In such an experience of leaving from one place to reach another, 

the ship turns itself into the metaphor of displacement, being able to develop 

a ‗traveling alterity‘. Within the metaphor of navigation and dislocation that 

the ship represents, intercultural and identity losses and gains are associated 

with the concept of the middle passage. On the one hand, Glissant links the 

ship and the middle passage with the African-descendents‘ losses, arguing 

that: 

Because the womb of the slave-ship is the place and the moment, in 

which the African languages disappear, as they never put together in a 

slave-ship, nor in the plantations, people who could speak the same 

language. Thus, the persons found themselves dispossessed of all kind 

of elements of their daily life. (Glissant 19)  
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While ‗crossing‘ the middle passage, the traveler‘s culture moves 

itself, displaces itself, loses itself in, resists to, and mixes with, the receptive 

culture. Clifford argues that a ―culture travels through specific histories of 

population movement, exile, and labor migration‖ (Clifford 27). Travelling 

culture becomes diasporic culture, which, for Clifford, results from ―the 

ways people leave home and return, enacting differently centered worlds, 

interconnected cosmopolitanisms‖ (Clifford 27-28). This consideration 

brings the concept of signifyin(g) which implies the idea of traveling and 

navigating cultures; influenced by cultural mobility, signifyin(g) intends to 

account for intertextuality in African-descendents‘ experiences. In the 

African-descendent literary scenario, signifyin(g) explains ―how black texts 

‗talk‘ to other black texts‖ (Gates xxvi).  

Hall argues that we should not ―look at national [transnational] 

cultures as something unified‖ by some values to which we are obliged to 

submit. On the contrary, he suggests that nations/transnations ―are crossed 

by profound internal divisions and difference‖. He also suggests that ―we 

should think of the [national/transnational] cultures as a discursive 

production representing the difference as unity or identity‖ (Hall 61-62). 

Glissant is of the same opinion when he suggests that the identity is open 

and develops a double root, which according to him is the identity that 

comes from creoleness, ―that is, from the rizome-like identity, from the 

identity no longer as one solitary root, but as a root moving toward and 

encountering other roots‖ (Glissant 27). 

However, in thinking about travel, the identitarian questions that 

arise are: What becomes the sense of home? Is home merely a place to 

depart from, or can we see travel as leading us to think about how homes 

must also be cultivated through movement? James Clifford argues that 

―Cultural centers, discrete regions and territories, do not exist prior to 

contacts, but are sustained through them, appropriating and disciplining the 

restless movements of people and things‖ (Clifford 3). This loss of the 

traveler‘s identity, according to Leed, ―brings a gain of stature and certainty 

of self‖. The traveler, ―reduced to its essentials‖, engages in a self-reflective 

activity, which allows ―one to see what those essentials are‖ (Leed 6). 

Home is not a place that one leaves behind, but a geographical point 

of reference, a sense of place which serves as an anchor for travel. 

According to James Clifford, the cross-cultural or ‗border‘ experiences of 

travel should not be viewed as acculturation, where there is a linear 

progression from culture A to culture B, nor as syncretism, where two 

systems overlap each other. Rather, Clifford understands these cross-cultural 

or ‗border‘ experiences as instances of historical contact, ―with entanglement 

at intersecting regional, national, and transnational levels‖ (Clifford 7). 

Inspired by Mary Louise Pratt‘s ‗contact-zones‘, a contact approach 
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emphasizes the intercultural interaction that takes place within these spaces 

of interaction and exchange.  

In his study on rites of passage, Arnold van Gennep identifies three 

stages at work in transitional events such as births, marriages, and deaths: 

separation (the preliminal stage), transition (the liminal stage), and 

incorporation (the postliminal stage). While the passage itself involves an 

ambiguous threshold, the completion of a rite of passage establishes the 

individual‘s identity within a new social category or phase of life. For 

example, it is entirely fitting that Antoinette in Jean Rhys‘s novel Wide 

Sargasso Sea, who spends so much of the novel rejecting carefully 

constrained categories in order to inhabit conceptually blended spaces, 

would, at the end of the novel, steal a set of keys and break from the 

contained space of a bedroom into a passageway – a dark passageway – 

because it is a mysterious space that fulfills her earlier yearning for ―shifting 

shadows‖ (WSS, 48). Importantly, though, this passage has no destination. 

The candle is present, Antoinette says, ―to light me along the dark passage‖ 

(WSS, 156), but here the novel ends, without her being led anywhere. She 

remains caught in a space that ought to connect two particular states, but is 

itself neither here nor there. The perpetual liminality of a failed rite of 

passage mirrors the dissolution of discrete concepts by which metaphor 

verges on madness; while successful liminal transition can be read as a 

metaphor for metaphor itself, entrapment within a liminal space is a 

metaphor for madness. If the inability to recognize the boundaries of the 

metaphorical space is the inability to maintain sanity by grounding 

experience in discrete concepts, then the breakages of Antoinette‘s 

associative context leave her caught within the space of metaphor, where 

‗this‘ can no longer be distinguished from ‗that‘. 

This dark passage of the liminal space also echoes the middle 

passage of the slave ships, whose captive human cargo benefited 

Antoinette‘s family for years before slavery was abolished. Dionne Brand, a 

member of the African-Caribbean diaspora, describes the diasporic 

experience as one of feeling disconnected from the lands on both sides of the 

ocean:  

There is the sense in the mind of not being here or there, of no way 

out or in. […] Caught between the two we live in the Diaspora, in the 

sea in between. Imagining our ancestors stepping through these portals 

one senses people stepping out into nothing; one senses a surreal 

space, an inexplicable space. One imagines people so stunned by their 

circumstances, so heartbroken as to refuse reality. Our inheritance in 

the Diaspora is to live in this inexplicable space. (Brand 20) 
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Wide Sargasso Sea, as metaphor, is a dark passage of shifting 

shadows that is useful to cross, but which, in the face of violent 

disconnections such as those that Antoinette experiences, can become its 

own desolate destination: ―We are always in the middle of the journey‖ 

(Brand 49). 

 
VI. CONCLUSION 

 

Summing up, this paper has attempted to show the process of 

cultural change and hybridisation – one way to distinguish between these 

two cultural forces is that the fixed tradition is not geographically dependent 

(with reference to reterritorialization), whereas hybridisation is often 

specifically related to place, locale and situation (deterritorialization). 
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One of the articles published in the collection Languages. Cultures. 

Identities (LCI) issued by the Institute of Classical Studies (University of 

Bucharest) was Elements of Latin Phonetics and Morphosyntax (with the 

original Romanian title, Elemente de fonetică şi morfosintaxă latină), written 

by Ana-Cristina Halichias, Associate Professor with vast teaching and 

researching experience at the Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literatures, 

University of Bucharest. The author approaches fundamental problems 

regarding Latin grammar from a descriptive and diachronic perspective. The 

presentation is very clearly argued, aiming mainly to initiate one into the 

study of Latin and secondly, to prepare students and all those interested in 

this topic for the next level, the diachronic approach to Latin grammar, both 

intentions being confirmed by the bibliographical sources.  

 

Part I, Notions of Latin Phonetics, contains six chapters: The 

Alphabet, The Phonetical Inventory of Classical Latin, The Syllable, The 

Accent, The Pronunciation, Exercises (pp. 17-30). The first chapter, The 

Alphabet, comprises a short description of the evolution of Latin graphemes 

under the Greek and Etruscan influence and also the internal innovations, 

from the Antiquity until the 16th century (Pierre De La Ramée, Gian Giorgio 

Trissino). The presentation of the phonetical inventory, of the notions 

regarding Latin accents and pronunciation is made by directing the focus 

towards phonology.  

 

Part II, Notions of Morphosyntax, contains ten chapters: The 

Morphological Structure of the Latin Word, Categories of Words, The Noun 

(i.e. substantive and adjective), The Numeral, The Pronoun, The Verb, The 

Adverb, The Preposition, The Conjunction, The Interjection (pp. 33-238). 

The lexico-grammatical classes are morphologically and / or syntactically 
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and / or semantically defined, considering the explanatory relevance of the 

following criteria: 

- for the noun and verb – morphological, syntactical and semantic 

criteria; 

- for the adjective – the semantic criterion, the criteria of provenience 

and of the availability for comparison; 

- for the pronoun – the morphological criterion; 

- for the numeral – the semantic criterion; 

- for the adverb – the semantic criterion, the criterion of origin; 

- for the preposition – the rection criterion; 

- for the conjunction – the structural and functional perspectives; 

- for the interjection – the semantic and etymologic criteria. 

 

When presenting the Latin noun, it is relevant to underline the Greek 

influence for the first three declensions (pp. 59-51). The Verb chapter 

presents in detail the grammatical categories of the verb, with terminological 

specifications, and then follows the description of the most used and 

anomalous (irregular) verb of the Latin language (p. 142), sum, esse, fui, 

together with its derivatives and compounds. The description of the active 

and medium-passive flexion of the Latin verb starts from the distinction of 

the level of verbal themes – infectum, perfectum and of the supine – in a 

paradigmatic exposure of verbs with normal flexion, medium (deponents), 

semi-deponents, anomalous, defective and impersonal verbs.  

 

In the subchapter Syntactic Notions of Modes (pp. 190-197), the 

verbal category of mode is analysed by its relation with diverse types of 

clauses (independent, main, subordinate clauses – declarative or 

interrogative, affirmative of negative), with a justified insistence on the 

nominal clauses, not inherited by the Romance languages (the infinitival 

object clause, ablative absolute, main clause etc.) 

At the end of the textbook, the author has attached three useful 

annexes, Applicative Texts, Review of the “Difficult” Cases of the Noun and 

Adjective Flexion, Basic Forms of the Main Latin Verbs. 

The target public is numerous, from those interested in classical 

studies, to specialists in Romanian and Romance studies and to all interested 

in the linguistic and cultural aspects of a space that has been influenced, in 

one way or another, by the Latin language and culture. The exercises in each 

chapter and Annexe 1 support the didactic purpose of this scientific work 

that should be present in any library in the field of humanities.  
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NOTE 

 

                                                 
1
 Rushdie actually cites the catchphrase "all that is solid has melted into air‖ from 

Marshall Berman‘s book bearing the title All that is Solid Melts into Air.  

 
2
 Sara, Suleri. The Rhetoric of English India. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1992) 192 
3
 ‗Exile atones for everything‘ quotes the title of an article by Jeremy Schipper, 

which itself quotes a Talmudic reflection on the fate of Jehoiachin, king Jehoiakim‘s 

son (b. Sanh. 37b) (Schipper 481-2); the Jerusalem king‘s surrender to 

Nebuchadnezzar II, the king of Babylon, is recounted in 2 Kings 24-25.  
4
 The scriptural explanation for the political event is Israel‘s faulty faith and 

observance of YHWH‘s commandments; deliverance from exile and the subsequent 

‗covenant‘ signifies geographic-political cum spiritual restoration. Conversely, 

belonging to a newly emerged religion such as Christianity rendered the early 

community of believers exiles, or Diaspora, as 1 Peter testifies in its greeting to ‗the 

pilgrims of the Dispersion ..., elect according to the foreknowledge of God the 

Father‘ (1 Pet. 1-2). Paul (Gal. 3.15-29) seized upon the Hebrew trope of exile to 

contend that ‗salvation history is rooted in God‘s promise to Abraham, a promise 

fulfilled in Christ‘ (Rosner 716). As to non-biblical religious history, the example of 

the colonies of Protestant English exiles established in Germany and Switzerland 

after 1555 is all too familiar.  
5
 A polemical metaphorical ramification of religious self-understanding through the 

exilic trope is the intra- or extra-religious charge that the other religious group has 

led the ‗true church‘ into (Babylonian) exile or captivity. Quite tellingly, Petrarch‘s 

jibe at the papal schism of his time paved the way for Luther‘s universalisation of 

the exilic theme in De captivitate babylonica ecclesiae (Coggins 393).  
6
 The apologetic Letter to Diognetus (c. 190 CE) argues that Christians ‗live on earth 

but their citizenship is in heaven‘, which explains why ‗every foreign country is 

their fatherland, and every fatherland is foreign‘ (Diognetus 5.9.5, qtd. in Portier 1). 

This polarisation between the condition of homo peregrinus on earth and heavenly 

patria recurs throughout Augustine‘s works, from his sermons to Quaestiones 

evangeliorum (2.19) and the Soliloquia (1.4), and is addressed at large in De civitate 

Dei 19.17. Augustine scholars have often noted that his is a spirituality of 

pilgrimage replete with metaphorical binaries of wilderness and paradise, of exile 

and repatriation.  
7
 Coggins (392) suggests that one way of reading the entire Hebrew Bible is ‗as a 

series of exiles‘: from God‘s first words to Abraham (Gen 12.1) and then the 

forewarning about the Abrahamic exile (Gen 15.13), to the hopes for restoration 

permeating the Book of Daniel and the Books of Maccabees.  
8
 Salve regina is one of the four seasonal Marian antiphons used in a series by the 

Franciscans in the thirteenth century; this usage spread to Roman Use in post-

Tridentine times (Harper 132).  
9
 For an in-depth analysis of biblical notions of exile, see Scott; for the correlation of 

a ‗metaphysics of exile‘ with experiential political exile and political structures, see 
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Rossbach; for a perceptive identification of visible and invisible forms of exile, see 

Pérez (esp. 73-5); for the twentieth-century exilic condition of the intellectual, see 

Said; for a critique of Said‘s and patriarchal postcolonial theorists‘ neglect of 

gendered and class issues, see Ling; for an overview of famous exiles, both fictional 

and real, see Buruma.  
10

 Even though the Chester plays survive in several copies (five complete 

manuscripts and some individual plays) which all post-date the cessation of 

performances after 1575, the overall text – despite manuscript dissimilarities – reads 

as a fairly thoroughly integrated script because of a late ‗tailoring‘. The five 

complete versions were copied by antiquarian scribes from the city Regenall, where 

they may have been collected together after the drama‘s expansion into a three-day 

play following its removal from Corpus Christi Day to Whitsuntide sometime 

between 1472 and 1521. In 1568 the Regenall was copied again, yet many of the 

texts or parts thereof seem to be pre-Reformation, as two external sources and the 

clearly Catholic references in some scripts suggest (Clopper 181-2; Mills 112-4).  
11

 See the title of a treatise by Antonius Rusca, De inferno, et statu demonum ante 

mundi exilium (Milan, 1621), mentioned in Clark (87, n. 44) in a chapter whose title 

signals the medieval and early modern views of the devil: ‗The Devil, God‘s Ape‘. 

Chester appears to be quite different at discourse level, although both Lucifer and 

Eve could ostensibly be described in Clark‘s summary of the literature: ‗the devil‘s 

regimen was a compendium of the paradoxes of misrule; a hierarchy governed from 

the lowest point of excellence, a society in which dishonour was a badge of status, 

and a speculum imitable only by the politically vicious‘ (87).  
12

 I use kyriarchy, the term coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, to define – as 

she does – the current system of domination, traditionally dubbed patriarchy, yet 

circumvent the latter term‘s assumptions of binary gender dualism. As an analytic 

category, moreover, kyriarchy ‗articulates a more comprehensive systemic analysis 

of empire, in order to underscore the complex interstructuring of domination, and to 

locate sexism and misogyny in the political matrix – or better, ―patrix‖ – of a 

broader range of dominations‘ (Schüssler Fiorenza 14 n. 31).  
13

 Cox uses a theoretically neutral notion of ‗opposition‘ (2) borrowed from Clark‘s 

study of the mental world of demonology. On Clark‘s reading, ‗[w]itchcraft was 

construed dialectically in terms of what it was not; what was significant about it was 

not its substance but the system of [hierarchical] oppositions that it established and 

fulfilled‘ (9; emphasis added).  
14

 English Doomsday plays unfailingly show the devil pursuing retribution 

(C24/537-40, 557-64, 573-80, 677-708; Y47/221-8; T30/112-4, 139-46, 177-8, 193-

9, 383-90), a thrust which the York Harrowing of Hell corroborates (Y37/257-329).  
15

 Twycross and Carpenter allude, via a more neutral biblical rather than socio-

political route, to virtually the same notion when they observe that ‗both theatrically 

and theologically the mystery devils have the curiously equivocal role of Evil willy-

nilly playing the agent of God‘ (210; emphasis added).  
16

 In cultural theory poaching names the subordinate groups‘ appropriation and 

reorganisation of the ‗meaning‘ of mainstream concepts. Michel de Certeau 

contends that the reader – or any consumer of cultural goods – does not passively 

take in the author‘s intended meaning; rather, the reader ‗invents in texts something 
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different from that ―intended.‖ He [sic] detaches them from their (lost or accessory) 

origin. He combines their fragments and creates something un-known in the space 

organized by their capacity for allowing an indefinite plurality of meanings‘ (169).  
17

 My view of the violence of representation is indebted to Armstrong and 

Tennenhouse‘s argument that the ontological ‗[v]iolence which is ―out there‖ in the 

world ... [is] opposed to that which is exercised through words upon things in the 

world, often by attributing violence to them‘. Simply stated, representations of 

violence conceal their violence of representation of subject and object positions.  
18

 Perhaps it is revealing that the ‗biblical‘ episode of the fall of the angels – as 

traditionally conceived – has no scriptural basis at all, but is a postbiblical 

fabrication. Bible scholars agree that the connection between ‗Day Star‘/Lucifer and 

Satan, which is absent in the Hebrew Scriptures, is exclusively the work of 

especially but not exclusively Christian interpreters, who often culled material from 

non-Jewish cultures for biblical exegesis. Thus, Jerome‘s use of the name Lucifer 

(‗Light-Bearer‘) to translate the Hebrew term for ‗Day Star‘ (Isa. 14.12) in the Isaian 

taunt of the king of Babylon (Isa. 14; cf. Ezek. 28.11-19), and Lucifer‘s equation 

with Satan are a matter of scriptural interpretation rather than simply mistranslation 

(Wray and Mobley 108-11). This unwarranted equation is all the more unfortunate 

as the Latin name Lucifer designated the morning-star (the planet Venus) in ancient 

Roman and Greek mythology (in the latter under the name Phosphoros), as well as 

in classical literature, with no moral hints (Lewis and Short, s.v. ‗lūcĭfer‘). 

Throughout the Middle Ages, however, the early ‗authorised‘ translator and other 

Christian exegetes were convinced of the absolute truth of their views; the patristic-

theological debate over Satan and Lucifer instigated so as to retro-fit Satan in the 

Genesis story permeated both the preaching addressed to the laity and generally the 

Christian imaginary. Accordingly, what the Middle English plays of the Creation 

and/or the Fall of the Angels dramatised was aligned with the motifs of a well-

established tradition of painting Satan black yet pointing to his heavenly origins and 

brightness when he was still the obedient premier angel Lucifer.  
19

 Such apparent concern with maintaining one‘s proper place as the Chester Fall of 

the Rebel Angels shows is hardly exclusively or even primarily a social critique of 

abuse of power, although instruction about it trickles down from God (C1/221, 274-

81), through the angelic orders, to the demons bemoaning their fortune reversal. 

This can rank as divine legitimation of hierarchy without also engendering an 

ontological gap between human hierarchy and the Creator, so as to ultimately 

collapse all hierarchies before God. Rather, the script presents the celestial order as 

so obviously feudal (C1/11, 19, 22, 36-51, 78, 83, 94-6, 112-3) as to pre-empt any 

easy or complete overlap of Lucifer/Primus Demon with an Everyman figure: Deus 

is (like) the liege lord who demands obeisance on to death and exacts vengeance for 

failure to do so, while Lucifer is a mere vassal. On the contrary, the plays‘ tyrant, for 

all his human stature, is typically shown as the absolute ruler rather than as also a 

humble vassal of God.  
20

 Three Chester ordinances of May 1540 imposed overarching male control over 

women through strict regulation of their civic presence and gender identity. One 

limited alehouse-keeping to women whose age was thought to be biologically 

unsuitable for sexual activity, in a declared attempt to forestall any likelihood of 
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‗wantonness, brawls, frays, and other inconveniences‘ (qtd. in Bennett 142) 

associated with the alehouse, which would thereby hurt the city‘s reputation. 

Another restrained traditional celebrations associated with childbirth and churching, 

condemning the great waste of food and drink. The last one regulated women‘s 

headgear by allowing only white or black hats and providing for distinguishing 

headgear for single, married and widowed women (Bennett 143).  
21

 The English translation of Ovid‘s poem belongs to Arthur Leslie Wheeler. 
22

 The presence of a possible messenger might be detected in v. 125-126. 
23

 The earliest mention of writing a letter is apparently to be found in the Homeric 

poems and is related to a private form of communication between two persons from 

two different places: in the sixth book of Iliad the first letter of Greek and Roman 

antiquity seems to be pointed out (the Bellerophon episode). This particular letter is 

not fully presented, but its contents are revealed together with, even more 

interesting, the effect that it could have had on its messenger (Homer speaks about 

death signs, sēmata lygra, and about being kept well protected: v. 169). 
4
 Vide Poster 2007, 21-51. 

5
 The line opens a graceful insinuation: contingam certe quo licet illa pede, ―I will 

tread them at least with what foot I may‖, v. 16: the poetic (id est metrical) ability 

allows Ovid a virtual presence in a forbidden place. 
26

 The epistulae of Cicero and Seneca do not lack the introductory formulae, in a 

complete monotony, but there is the eternal problem of the fidelity of the scribes 

toward their models. 
27

 In The Sex Which Is Not One Luce Irigaray states that within this Western, and not 

only, patriarchal society women‘s behavior appears to always revolve around that of 

men. There is either a ―rivalry for the possession of the ‗male organ‘ or […] an 

identification with the man‖ (69). Consequently, there is the risk of losing one‘s 

feminine identity. Moreover, there appear to be strict rules to follow in order to be 

considered a woman. At first Alice Walker had not even thought the people dancing 

at the festivity following the circumcision were women because they looked so 

much like men. That category of women who failed to respect the expectations of 

the tribe were no longer considered women.   
28

 Circumcision or Sunna is the removal of the prepuce or hood of the clitoris, with 

the body of the clitoris remaining intact (Warrior Marks) 
29

 It involves the removal of the clitoris  and all or part of the labia minora (idem) 
30

 It is the removal of the clitoris, all or part of the labia minora, and sometimes part 

of the labia majora. (idem) 
31

 It is called pharaonic, or infibulation, because it is believed such rituals took place 

in Egypt as well and that Cleopatra herself had it done to her. This is the removal of 

the clitoris, the labia minora, and much of the labia majora. The remaining sides of 

the vulva are stitched together to close up the vagina, except for a small opening, 

which is preserved with slivers of wood or matchsticks. (idem) 
32

 It is similar to Simone De Beauvoir‘s The Second Sex in which she discusses the 

mysterious veil which men believe lies on women‘s femininity: ―But if the woman 

is depicted as the Praying Mantis, the Mandrake, the Demon, then it is most 

confusing to find in woman also the Muse, the Goddess Mother, Beatrice.‖ 

(Beauvoir 1408) 
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33

 Luce Irigaray states that ―female sexuality has always been conceptualized on the 

basis of masculine parameters‖ (23). Therefore there is clitoral activity and vaginal 

passivity and ―the clitoris is conceived as a little penis‖ (23). Perhaps Freud‘s penis 

envy is not something which should be considered specific to women. On the 

contrary, such competition is more an innate quality of men.  
34

 One such case was encountered in France when a couple wanted to pass down this 

ritual to their baby girl. They tried to cut her clitoris at their home with a kitchen 

knife. Unfortunately, the bleeding did not stop and the parents were too afraid to 

take her to the hospital because they would be blamed for their ignorance. 

Consequently, their daughter died.  
35

 Alice Walker also gets the chance to interview a young girl who ran away from 

home and sought refuge abroad from this tradition. This girl appeared to be hungry 

for love and viewed Alice Walker as a mother figure since her own mother 

completely disowned her. She no longer wanted to have anything to do with a girl 

who refused tradition and her cultural identity. It went without saying that she would 

lose her identity of a daughter, sister, cousin, and friend as well.   


