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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis develops a critical reading methodology entitled unprincipled formalism. 

This methodology is tested in close readings of three relatively contemporary 

Australian literary texts: David Malouf’s short story “A Traveller’s Tale” (1986) and 

novella Remembering Babylon (1994), and Peter Carey’s short story “The Chance” 

(1978). 

 

Unprincipled formalism is developed in relation to three broad contexts: the 

fragmented state of the contemporary discipline of literary studies; the complex of 

international economic and social phenomena which goes under the general rubric of 

globalisation; and the specific Australian left-liberal literary critical tradition which I 

have termed, for convenience sake, the Meanjin literary formation. 

 

Unprincipled formalism does not draw a distinction between form and content.  

Unprincipled formalism is a critical methodology that is both avowedly socially 

concerned and strictly formalist.  It is concerned with articulating and analysing the 

particular social and political interventions made by literary texts (as well as the 

resultant critical discussion of those texts) through a consideration of the formal 

techniques by which literary texts situate themselves as acts of communication.  

Principal among these techniques is the mise en abyme.   The thesis provides a 

detailed analysis of debates around the mise en abyme informed by the work of 

theorists such as Ross Chambers, Lucien Dällenbach, Frank Lentricchia, Moshe Ron, 

Jacques Derrida and others.     

 

Politically, unprincipled formalism attempts to steer a middling course between neo-

liberal triumphalism on the one hand and nostalgic left romanticism on the other.  

This involves on the one hand a critique of neo-liberalism drawing on the work of 

Charles Taylor, Stephen Holmes, John Frow and others, and on the other a critique of 

a nostalgic romantic tendency in “progressive” critical technologies such as 

postmodern and postcolonial literary studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 
1/.  THE DISCIPLINARY CONTEXT 
 
In the final third of the twentieth century workers toiling in the field of literary criticism 

witnessed a remarkable set of developments.  Literary critical techniques of analysis, 

theorization and ascesis - “the exercise of oneself in the activity of thought” (Foucault 

1987: 9) - had, with considerable albeit varying degrees of success, begun the work of 

colonising adjacent disciplines.  These disciplines included anthropology, architecture, art 

history, education, history, human resource management, journalism, legal studies, 

literature and culture themselves, management studies, nursing, philosophy, religious 

studies, social work, and sociology.  The colonisation of these disciplines was discussed in 

such terms as “revolutionary new research paradigms” under rubrics such as 

“postmodernity”, “critical studies” or “reflexive theorisation”.  For some these new modes 

of research and theorisation promised to transform the particular discipline for the better; 

for others they produced fear, loathing, and an often unduly hasty defence of an entire 

disciplinary training. 1

 

This haphazard program of colonisation was by no means a simple one-way phenomenon.  

For over thirty years literary studies has itself received a battering from “extra-literary” 

theories and methodologies: phenomenology, Marxian sociology, structural anthropology, 

linguistics, general semiotics, psychoanalysis, gender studies.  Furthermore, at the precise 

moment of what might have been its grand imperialising triumph, literary studies was in the 

process of being colonised and transformed by a still newer set of discourses: cultural 

studies, cultural history, postcolonial and multi-cultural studies, studies in postmodernity, 

queer theory and film and media studies.   

 

Early in the twenty-first century English, as a result of these movements, is a mutable, 

heterogeneous and slippery disciplinary area.  This situation produces anxiety, an anxiety 

that has made itself manifest primarily in terms of the problem of the object of inquiry. This 

object - whether conceptualized in terms of the autonomous literary text, the author and 

                                                 
1  A clear example of both sides of this debate can be found in O’Farrell ed. (1997).  For an account that 
discusses, in part, some of this movement and its effects, see Baker (1997a). 
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h/er corpus, a set of “values” and “beliefs” of one kind or another, a canon of great works, a 

unified time period - inevitably appears in danger of disappearing.   

 

Similarly the precise methodology by which literature may be studied appears, at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, to be in a state of irredeemable fragmentation.  Paul 

de Man had forcefully made this point in 1971: 

 
well-established rules and conventions that governed the discipline of criticism and made it 

a cornerstone of the intellectual establishment have been so badly tampered with that the 

entire edifice threatens to collapse. (de Man 1983: 3) 

 

In the third of a century since de Man’s statement much literary criticism - particularly that 

which speaks in the name of the newer discourses (cultural studies, postcolonial studies, 

postmodernity etc.) – has happily defined itself in terms of its relation to the crisis 

engendered by this apparent collapse.  

 

Meanwhile, a lively cottage industry has developed.  This cottage industry is dedicated to 

reconstructing literary foundations in terms of stable literary objects, tried and trusted 

methods, authoritative modes of teaching, and plain prose.  Roger Scruton’s (1998) volume 

An Intelligent Person’s Guide to Modern Culture is, despite its originality, merely one of 

the most recent in a long line of contemporary attempts to reconstruct literary foundations.2  

Scruton’s originality lies in the fact that he defends the study of great works of literature in 

terms of a wider spiritual breakdown in contemporary society.  Modern man is incapable of 

genuine religious and spiritual feeling.  Great literature allows him the possibility of 

“imagining” what true religious community could be like.3  

 

Other workers in the fields of literary and cultural studies have, however, known for some 

considerable time that there is no particular reason why the slipperiness and messiness of 

the discipline ought to be of special concern.  In his seminal essay “The Order of 

Discourse”, Michel Foucault described a “discipline” in the following manner: 

                                                 
2   Some obvious predecessors to Scruton’s nostalgic reconstruction include Graff (1979); Lerner ed. (1983); 
Nuttall (1983); Bloom (1987); Tallis (1988); Bergonzi (1990); and Harris (1996). 
3 For a detailed critique of  Scruton’s arguments and assumptions, see Baker (1999b).   
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a discipline is defined by a domain of objects, a set of methods, a corpus of propositions 

considered to be true, a play of rules and definitions, of techniques and instruments. 

(Foucault 1981: 59) 

 

Indeed the trajectory of the “object” of the discipline of literary criticism has more than a 

passing resemblance to the object of psychopathology, one of the disciplines Foucault 

analysed in The Archaeology of Knowledge: 

 
the objects with which psychopathology has dealt [from the nineteenth century onwards] 

are very numerous, mostly very new, but also very precarious, subject to change and, in 

some cases, to rapid disappearance  ...  a variety of objects were named, circumscribed, 

analysed, then rectified, de-defined, challenged, erased. (Foucault 1982: 40) 

 

If literary criticism is to be understood in terms of its status as a discipline or “discourse” as 

outlined in Foucault’s Archaeology, it follows that mutability and transformation are 

essential aspects of the discipline.  It follows further that at any given moment particular 

statements will be acceptable as operating within the discipline only because there is a 

consensus of opinion that fixes norms and validates the statements of experts.  The 

normative consensus is then used to make decisions on the truth-value of further statements 

in order to maintain control of the operations as well as to circumscribe the limits of the 

discourse.  Arguments and disagreements proceed inside this circumscription.  

 

Foucault described those individuals or institutions who exercise power in the struggles to 

determine the visibility of certain statements as “authorities of delimitation”. (Foucault 

1982: 41) Literary criticism, like any other discipline, is in a constant state of struggle and 

transformation over the visibility of the statement.  The arguments made by Scruton and 

others are those of various authorities of delimitation who became expert at truth 

statements at particular moments in the history of consensus and norm formation of the 

discipline.  Their particular historical moments no longer have the privileged position they 

once had in authorising the control of the operations and limits of our discipline.   
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The turbulence workers in the literary/cultural studies field have been witnessing have not 

altered the fact that literary critical work remains fundamentally a form of statecraft; a tool 

in the inevitable but boring, endless, thankless, aspiritual, contentious and difficult work of 

national aesthetico-ethical self formation.  The discipline of literary criticism sits alongside 

various other discourses, texts, and institutions in a wide conversation repeatedly posing 

very basic questions: Who are we?  How did we get here?  Where are we going?  What do 

we want?   

 

2/.  UNPRINCIPLED FORMALISM 

  

The work I am undertaking within this agitated disciplinary context has two broad aims.  

One is polemical, the other programmatic.  The programmatic component will argue the 

case for the utility of a literary critical procedure entitled “unprincipled formalism”.  

Unprincipled formalism is primarily an attempt to consider the implications of developing a 

criticism that neither buys into the “realist” rhetorical and conservative political program of 

traditional nostalgic criticism (as exemplified by Scruton), nor buys into the grand excesses 

of the more romantically derived ""progressive" critical modalities.  Further, unprincipled 

formalism develops the argument that there is no apparent disjunction between an aesthetic 

and a political criticism.  Good formalism, in other words, will always open out onto the 

social and political realms.  I argue the case for unprincipled formalism largely by 

demonstrating its effectiveness in the act of literary criticism.  

 

The polemical component involves a critique of a tendency toward nostalgic criticism in 

some recent progressivist discourses, in particular the uncritical manner in which the 

remnants of the aesthetic program of early nineteenth century German Romanticism have 

continued to reformulate themselves in these newer critical modalities.  John Frow usefully 

describes the workings of nostalgic criticism: 
 

the structuring of ... thought by a series of contradictions between a realm of authenticity 

and fullness of being, and the actually existing ‘forms of human association’ - a 
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contradiction often projected on to a quasi-historical axis [such] as that between modern 

and traditional societies. (Frow 1997: p 222) 4

 

Nostalgic thinking, which is not the exclusive preserve of conservative cultural criticism, 

possesses two defining structural features: the unification of a set of heterogeneous 

processes within the concept of the modern (or postmodern), along with the securing of this 

unification by means of a binary opposition to another term, often (but not necessarily)  

“traditional” societies. (Frow 1997: 35)  My central examples of this general phenomenon 

are firstly "postmodern" and secondly "postcolonial" literary studies.  Both represent 

critical movements whose rise is connected to what is largely perceived as the historical 

phenomenon of increasing globalisation.  

 

Like much alternative political criticism, both postmodern and postcolonial literary studies 

inherit from the romantic program a tendency to posit, then in a principled manner react 

against, that “fragile unity” entitled the “mainstream of post-Enlightenment thought and 

sensibility”.5  The Hegelian Romantic philosopher Charles Taylor (1979) helpfully 

describes this “mainstream of thought” - an ideology often described as “neo-liberalism” - 

in terms of several key attributes.  First it marries a utilitarian ethical outlook with an 

atomistic social philosophy.  Second it considers both nature and society as having no more 

than instrumental significance - nature and society are understood merely as potential 

means for satisfying human desire.  Industrial society, with its ever-increasing 

technologization and rationalization, always pushes to a more and more extensive 

“subjugation” of nature.  Third, and most importantly for Taylor: 

 
industrial civilization has enforced repeated reorganizations of society and men’s way of 

life in the name of efficiency and higher production.  Urbanization, factory production, 

depopulation of the countryside and sometimes whole regions, mass emigration, the 

imposition of a rationalized, rigidly measured pace of life at the expense of the former 

seasonal rhythm: all these changes and others, whether induced by planning or arising 

through the hazards of the market and investment planning, are explained and justified by 

their greater efficacy in meeting the goals of production. (Taylor 1979: 40-41) 

                                                 
4 For an extended discussion of Frow’s book, see Baker (1998). 
5  For a discussion of the work of positing and then reacting against a “mainstream” in sophisticated 

  



6

 

Taylor is quick to add that in the West many of the conceptions of society invoked in order 

to ameliorate the harsher consequences of the capitalist economy were themselves born out 

of the enlightenment: for example notions such as equality, wealth redistribution among 

individuals, and the humanitarian defence of the weak.  Contemporary neo-liberal attacks 

on the welfare state appear routinely to forget, for example, that the welfare state is an 

ameliorative insurance for the capitalist state, not some socialist program that has been 

smuggled in to weaken the liberal state’s virile body.  Taylor argues further that Romantic 

notions have made massive contributions to contemporary enthusiasms for individual 

liberty, in particular “the expressivist notion that each man’s fulfilment is unique and 

cannot be foreseen, much less prescribed, by any other”. (Taylor: 1979: 70) 

 

Unprincipled formalism is no defender of neo-liberalism: “that two-step dissociation ... in 

which ‘part one celebrates the virtues of unimpeded competition and dynamic structural 

change, while part two mourns the decline of the family and community “values” that were 

eroded precisely by the forces commended in part one”. (Frow 1997: 32-33)  It does argue, 

however, that the principled romantic position, despite its acknowledged virtues, does not 

have mortgage rights on the critique of neo-liberalism.   

 

The work of Stephen Holmes provides unprincipled formalism with a position from which 

to develop its own work.  Holmes makes a lively and largely compelling defence of 

“classical liberalism” (a concept that perhaps somewhat retroactively includes the work of 

such key thinkers as David Hume and Adam Smith, but nonetheless maintains a firm 

critical distance from such contemporary currents of neo-liberal thought as “rational choice 

theory”).  Holmes forcefully makes the case that the concept of self-interest presented by 

early liberalism was not directed to that component of the contemporary self by which the 

individual rationally maximises himself, but was rather “initially defined in opposition to 

noncalculating and self-destructive motivations”. (Holmes 1995: 67) In this sense the 

beginnings of liberalism lie in a kind of Falstaffian appeal to self-preservation on the part 

of individuals who may formerly have willingly allowed themselves to be slaughtered in 

the name of King, Pope or Prince.  Holmes argues that whereas “at the end of the sixteenth 

                                                                                                                                                     
“postmodern” aesthetic theory, see Baker (1993). 
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century, Richard Hooker summarized traditional thinking with his claim that the common 

people are motivated by self-love, while religious and political elites are motivated by 

virtue and devotion to the common good”, the postulate of universal self-interest was a 

subversive doctrine that allowed republican theorists to declare that “the interest of the few 

is not the profit of mankind”. (63)  Holmes summarizes the point in the following way: 
 

The idea of universal self-interest, customary at the time of Adam Smith, had a political 

rationale.  It suggested that citizens should distrust every public expression of 

disinterestedness on the part of the authorities.  Such distrust was not merely cynical.  It 

was also, at least potentially, democratic. (67) 

 

One of the key features of writers in the enlightenment tradition then was that they were 

“ardent debunkers and unmaskers” who were “naturally fond of exposing self interested 

motives wrapped in rhetoric about heroic sacrifice and the common good”. (66) From this 

point of view Romanticism, being necessarily an elitist practice of the self, is placed in an 

uncomfortable relationship not only with neo-liberalism, but also the more measured 

“classical” liberalism. 

 

I share the romantic distaste for the vagaries and banality of the post-Enlightenment 

capitalist economy with its apparent blindness to exploitative behaviours, its admonition to 

consume at all costs, and, as a result, its endless production of “one damn thing after 

another”.  My scepticism lies in the romantic article of faith, inherited holus-bolus by such 

critical technologies as postcolonial “lit crit”, that Art, or “the literary”, can take on the 

burden of giving people the means for coming to terms with or even solving the problems 

that endless change brings.  Schiller’s collected Letters on The Aesthetic Education of Man 

stand as perhaps the most seminal document of this kind.  The Letters make the argument 

that the experience of beauty, as Taylor puts it: 

 
represents a recovered unity of the receptive and the spontaneous in us, where they are not 

just in agreement, but fused.  In the play drive, nature and spirit speak with one voice ... 

moral freedom comes to its fullest when it no longer is in conflict with nature, and it is this  
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overcoming of conflict which the play drive can provide.  Realized humanity would live 

entirely in the creation of love and beauty. (Taylor 1975: 38) 

 

It is clear that romanticism has provided a powerful rationale for the discipline of literary 

criticism.6  It is also evident that the kind of aesthetic program promulgated by 

romanticism, because it is fundamentally concerned with idealist reconciliations of 

disunities, tends to overlook any specificity in the domains of social, economic and 

political life.  From the point of view of unprincipled formalism, romantic postcolonial 

literary criticism is no more than a continuation of this idealist program.  Though this 

program is avowedly “political” in the sense that it defines a political project against what 

it considers to be a “dominant” social order, the program by definition overlooks the need 

to consider the importance of the mediation between aesthetic experience, education and 

political and social organisation.  Romantic postcolonialism is satisfied, in other words, 

with the aesthetico-ethical experience itself: once that is taken care of, it seems, everything 

else will follow. 

 

If the polemical aspect of this dissertation is a critique of the romantic foundations of 

discourses exemplified by critical technologies such as postcolonialism, the programmatic 

aspect of it is most definitely not a call for a unification of aesthetic experience, education 

and political and social organisation. The kind of self-problematization called for by 

discourses such as romantic postcolonial criticism involves an extremely arduous work on 

the self and is an extremely rare achievement, requiring enormous amounts of time, 

education and training.  It is by definition a practice of caste or elite formation, one that, 

despite its success in bleeding onto adjacent disciplines, cannot easily be disseminated on a 

large scale among the general population.  To even think of asking aesthetico-ethical 

criticism to perform the task of social transformation in a “politically progressive” manner 

is, I am afraid, asking more than it is capable of delivering.   

 

For this reason the programmatic aspect of this dissertation takes a different course.  In 

arguing both that there is no easy space that can be occupied “outside” of romantic literary 

criticism’s program of aesthetico-ethical formation of individuals, and in arguing for 

                                                 
6  On this, see Hunter (1988) and (1994).   
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definite limits to be drawn upon the claims of such a program, my call is for a genuinely 

modest and unheroic “unprincipled formalism.”   Unprincipled formalism does the 

painstaking work of attending closely to what is being said in a particular literary text as 

well as patiently describing some of the kinds of work the text might do and, in fact has 

done in the world. This sense of working within the constraints of the discipline, rather than 

merely mapping - from a position of apparent or assumed externality - the discursive 

elements of the discipline, is what separates my own work from more orthodox 

Foucauldian projects.  

 

The orthodox Foucauldian scholar who surveys a discipline from a distance can easily 

adopt a descriptive methodology of non-intervention, non-critique and non-judgement.  To 

“inhabit” a discipline, on the other hand, places the unprincipled formalist in a far more 

complex, even hazardous, position.  The kind of work possible is activated by the discipline 

itself.  Rather than occupying a position where s/he can stand back and provocatively 

describe the debates and polemics with the aim of tracing their conditions of possibility in 

order to, say, “reduce the temperature” of the debate, the unprincipled formalist, because 

s/he inhabits the discipline, is by definition embroiled in those debates.   

 

One of the central aims of “unprincipled formalism” is the facilitation of the work of 

exploring the precise ways in which literary criticism functions as a form of regulation of 

the literary text.  By regulation I mean the simple and, I believe uncontentious point that 

different literary critical modalities function by making particular kinds of work on 

individual or groups of literary texts possible.  Each of the “non-literary” areas taken up by 

the discipline of literary studies brings with it a new set of regulatory principles that take 

their place alongside those already present in the discipline.  These regulatory principles 

will be combined, be reformulated, be displaced, disappear completely, and/or reappear in 

new and unexpected forms.  

 

Literary criticism has traditionally had three “intrinsic” forms of regulation of its object:  

 

Formalism - understood in terms of the description of the linguistic, rhetorical and 

structural elements of literature. 
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Philology - understood, following E.R. Curtius, in terms of the cataloguing of genres and 

authors, the construction and development of literary histories (traditionally in terms of 

distinctions between ‘ancients’ and ‘moderns’) and also the work of canon formation.7  As 

well as these the practical problem of establishing principles for textual editing.8

Hermeneutics - understood absolutely minimally and in the most banal fashion as the art of 

understanding a text in relation to a context.   

 

Although each of these forms of “intrinsic” regulation require that positive decisions be 

made (eg. canon formation, textual editing, hermeneutic decisions), obviously none 

provides techniques for making judgements concerning value or meaning.  Thus it can be 

said that whenever literary studies is required to make “judgements”, it is required to 

import discourses that will help it to do this work.  There is nothing remarkable about this 

importation - it is part of the usual business of literary criticism. 

 

Some forms of regulation bring with them a set of spaces in which a certain deregulatory 

impulse is put into play: the zealotry with which deconstruction was both taken up as well 

as violently attacked within the literary discipline during the 1980s provides a particularly 

salient example.  What I will refer to as romanticism throughout this thesis is also best 

understood as a certain kind of deregulatory principle.   

 

In the light of these issues, my main concern in this thesis is in fact to do some literary 

criticism.  This is for two reasons.  The first is to engage, without irony, in the work of 

aesthetico-ethical formation of the self.  In an historical moment of remarkable political, 

economic and ethical uncertainty, I seek to employ the romantic critical technologies that 

are immediately available to me in order to perform some work of identity formation.  The 

second is to participate in the practice of “literary regulation” itself by analyzing a hand-

full of literary texts produced in Australia during the "emergent" phase of contemporary 

“globalisation”, the 1970s-90s.  Two are short stories, David Malouf’s “A Traveller’s Tale” 

                                                 
7  See Curtius 1973/1948: 247-272. 
8  Gottesman and Bennett eds (1970) remains the classic statement of the main issues involved in textual 
editing as well as offering useful “common-sense” advice on how to deal with them. 
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and Peter Carey’s “The Chance”, and one is a short novel, Malouf’s “Remembering 

Babylon”.   

 

The modes of regulation “internal” to literary criticism - formalism, philology and 

hermeneutics - stand as the platforms upon which the work of unprincipled formalism can 

be achieved.  Philology provides a basic framework for working: by this I mean that I will 

employ the standard literary critical procedure of drawing upon and deploying a wide range 

of “canonical” writing - literary, critical, historical, philosophical - in order to make a set of 

comparisons, connections, resemblances and continuities as well as distinctions within and 

between particular literary texts.  Furthermore, aside from employing a set of formal 

practices derived primarily from narratology and literary semiotics, the primary formal 

regulatory literary technique I will be relying upon is the mise en abyme.  One of the key 

arguments of chapter one is that the mise en abyme was transformed into a “deregulatory” 

principle by American deconstructive criticism in the 1970s and 1980s.  I trace through the 

manner in which this occurred in order to rethink the notion as a technique of regulation. 

 

In order to “pick my way” through Australian literary criticism from the complex position 

that both inhabits the discipline as well as stands outside it, that does the work of critiquing 

the discipline as well as facilitating possibilities for its continuance, I have, in the following 

thesis, adopted and combined the following procedures: 

 

1/.  In order to occupy the “inside” of the discipline of literary criticism, I adopt the 

scholarly practices of commentary, exegesis, quotation, interpretation and criticism. 

 

2/.  I adopt the well-worn notion of theory as a “toolbox” proposed by Guy Deleuze in 

conversation with Foucault: 

 
A theory is exactly like a box of tools.  It has nothing to do with the signifier.  It must be 

useful.  It must function.  And not for itself.  If no one uses it, beginning with the 

theoretician himself (who then ceases to be a theoretician), then the theory is worthless or 

the moment is inappropriate.  We don’t revise a theory, but construct new ones; we have no 

choice but to make others ... A theory does not totalize; it is an instrument for 

multiplication and it also multiplies itself. (Foucault 1977: 208) 
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In terms of drawing on extra-literary critical modalities and “theories”, particularly at the 

point of literary understanding, Deleuze’s notion of theory as toolbox fits neatly with the 

standard route along which literary criticism has always muddled.  Unprincipled formalism 

adopts that eccentric cheery magpie pragmatism long utilized of literary criticism: if it 

works use it, if it doesn’t, don’t, and never get too obsessed with any particular extra-

literary critical modality.  At the same time I remain wary of this cheery pluralism. 

 

3/.  In the name of working “inside” the discipline I employ the practice of engaging in 

paradigmatic textual operations: the analysis of texts in terms of internal and external 

resemblances.   

 

In his critique of the ways in which resemblance largely guided the exegesis and 

interpretation of texts in Europe up until the end of the sixteenth century, Foucault posits 

three basic kinds of resemblance, all underpinned by the movements of sympathy and 

antipathy between things in the universe: 

 i Convenientia - relations of proximity.  Those things that come sufficiently close to 

one another to be in juxtaposition (“their edges touch, their fringes intermingle, the 

extremity of the one also denotes the beginning of the other”). 

 ii  Aemulatio - relations of mirroring between elements that are able to imitate each 

other without connection or proximity. 

 iii  Analogy - a combination of convenientia and aemulatio that would nowadays be 

glossed as metaphoric or metonymic relations. (Foucault 1974: 17-25) 

 

These, Foucault explains,  

 
tell us how the world must fold in upon itself, duplicate itself, reflect itself, or form a chain 

with itself so things can resemble one another.  They tell us what the paths of similitude are 

and the directions they must take; but not where it is, how one sees it, or by what mark it 

may be recognized. (25-26) 

 

Foucault’s critique of the configuration of similitude rests on the fact that similitude is both 

plethoric, because limitless, and poverty-stricken, because it is a knowledge that: 
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can, and must, proceed by the infinite accumulation of confirmations all dependent on one 

another.  And for this reason, from its very foundations, this knowledge will be a thing of 

sand ... sixteenth century knowledge condemned itself to never knowing anything but the 

same thing, and to knowing that thing only at the unattainable end of an endless journey. 

(30) 

 

It should not surprise us that the sixteenth century knowledges produced by resemblance - 

resting on that unstable mix of magic, rational knowledge and above all divinity: reading 

the signs of God within the universe - resemble so strongly those inherited by the discipline 

of twentieth century literary criticism, the discipline we in turn inherit.  They are 

appropriate knowledges for the work of establishing a problematic relationship with the self 

- a relationship that sees the self as unknowable despite the ceaseless attempt to know itself 

through the literary text.  This is the case whether that self is posited as fundamentally 

unitary or fundamentally fragmented.  However, at the same time, one of the virtues of 

positing the “autonomous text” as the fundamental object of scrutiny for this work of self-

knowing is that the autonomous text, by definition, places limits on the operations of 

similitude.  The autonomous text itself serves to “regulate” the potentially “infinite 

accumulation of confirmations” that will occur if it is the entire universe that constitutes a 

text.  The potentially unifying figure of the “author-function” serves to regulate the 

dynamic of similitude even further. 

 

4/.  In order to occupy the discipline in an “oblique” manner - one that distances itself from 

the endless work of resemblance but which also operates without recourse to that calm 

Foucauldian contemplative position outside the discipline - I make use of the romantic 

technical procedures so often fetishized by postmodern and postcolonial criticism; irony, 

parody and pastiche.  I do not seek - in the manner of postmodern criticism - to describe, 

define and analyse these procedures in the texts I am inspecting.  Nor am I employing these 

romantic critical techniques in the name of excess, transgression or displacement.  Rather, I 

seek to mimic these procedures, authorised as they are by the disciplinary context, in an 

attempt precisely to understand the particularity of that disciplinary context. 
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3/.  GLOBALISATION AND LITERATURE 

 

I will now consider in more detail the definition of and the relationship between the key 

terms globalisation, postcolonialism and postmodernity.  Globalisation is a concept that has 

become a commonplace in much contemporary political and economic discussion.  Though 

the term may well have provoked a bewildering array of definitions and counter-

definitions, there is a loose consensus among academic researchers that it is an attempt to 

describe an increasing global interconnectedness across all aspects of social life: 

government, military, trade, finance, production, law, migration, culture, communication 

and the environment.   

 

David Held et al (1999 see in particular pp 3-10)) skilfully and usefully draw a distinction 

between three broad schools of thought regarding contemporary globalisation. 

Hyperglobalisers (for key examples see Ohmae [1995] and Greider [1997]) - whether neo-

liberal triumphalists celebrating the victory of individual autonomy and market principles 

over state power, or neo-Marxists lamenting the triumph of oppressive global capitalism 

and the internationalisation of consumerism as the only lifestyle choice available - share the 

belief that globalisation is above all an economic phenomenon, and that the needs of global 

capital impose a rigid neo-liberal discipline on all governments with the effect that politics 

no longer becomes the "art of the possible" but becomes rather the practice of "sound 

economic management".   

 

Sceptics or Internationalists (represented primarily by Hirst and Thompson [1996]) share 

the view that globalisation is primarily an economic phenomenon, but argue that 

globalisation is essentially a myth concealing the reality that the international economy is 

becoming increasingly segmented into three major regional blocs (Europe, North America, 

Asia Pacific) in which specific national governments remain very powerful players - not 

passive victims.   Internationalisation, for the sceptics, has overseen the growing economic 

marginalisation of many "Third World" states as trade and investment flows within the rich 

"North" intensify to the exclusion of the rest of the globe.  Sceptics thus argue that 

contemporary internationalisation has only deepened and intensified pre-existing structural 
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inequalities between and within nations in the interest of sustaining and maintaining the 

primacy of the Western project in world affairs.  

 

 The third position Held describes is the Transformationalist approach (Anthony Giddens 

and James Rosenau are two key theorists of this approach).  This approach argues that 

contemporary globalisation is in the process of re-engineering the power, functions and 

authority of national governments: sovereignty, territorial boundaries and state power are 

being transformed or "unbundled".  Alongside this transformation within nation-states, 

globalisation has witnessed the emergence of a number of powerful new non-territorial 

forms of economic and political organisation in the global domain (multinational 

corporations, transnational social movements, international regulatory agencies, global 

information technology networks etc.).  From this point of view nation-states are no longer 

the sole centres or principle forms of governance or authority in the world, rather authority 

is increasingly diffused among public and private agencies at the local, national, regional 

and global levels.  As a result the forms and functions of the state have transformed as 

governments seek coherent strategies for engaging with a globalizing world. 

 

For most "ordinary" people, whether relatively contented by globalisation or marginalised 

from it, the primary impact of globalisation is in terms of the felt experiences and 

emotional stresses of everyday life.  These experiences are both positive and negative and, 

as such are perhaps best thought of as contradictory bundles. At the positive end are a range 

of changes that have resulted from globalisation: for example a widening sense that through 

collective action individuals are "able to make a difference"; and individuals, through 

greater access to education, having greater analytic skills (Rosenau 1992: 275).   At the 

other end globalisation refers to the sense of unease or at least uncertainty that ordinary 

people have in relation to changes occurring to daily life.  This unease is due, in large part, 

to the sense many folk have that despite a continual liberal governmental rhetoric and 

policy orientation aimed at fostering individual "can do" and entrepreneurial attitudes, the 
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movements and effects of globalisation appear increasingly to be out of individuals' own 

control.9

 

It is this second sense of globalisation - reactive, emotional, felt, contradictory - that is of 

primary interest to me as a literary scholar.  What might loosely be termed "scientific" 

knowledges are extremely important in describing and defining the global movements of 

capital, governmental policy and so on.  However the second set of knowledges, so often 

rejected as useless or historically dismissed as merely the concerns of women and slaves, 

continue to exert an important influence upon public debate and policy formation.   

 

The "felt" response to globalisation is complex and ambiguous.  Many feel a sense of 

genuine excitement with unprecedented relative prosperity, increasing quality of goods, 

communications and services, and seemingly endless variety in supermarkets, 

entertainment, leisure and lifestyle choices.  Alongside this excitement sits fear and unease 

in the face of rapid change, employment instability, the seemingly inexorable 

disappearance of the commons and the concurrent commodification of every sphere of life, 

the sense of marginalization from real decision-making processes, enforced competition at 

the expense of co-operation, and the spiritual malaise associated with rampant 

consumerism and materialism10.  Literature, for all its messiness, has always sought to give 

voice and structure to feelings and emotions and to put them into play, and in this sense 

contemporary literature provides us with a useful though particular understanding of 

globalisation as a social phenomenon. 

 

Globalisation has had profound cultural consequences in relation to the fate of the nation-

state, in our own case Australia.  The Australian nation can be described according to the 

techniques of what Benedict Anderson (1983) has persuasively described as the imagined 

community. Nationalism, for Anderson, is that comparatively recent historical phenomenon 

whereby large groups of people begin consciously to imagine themselves as sharing a 

                                                 
9 See the contributions to Bonnell and Ward (eds) 2001, and to Manne et al (1998) for attempts to 
understand the "Pauline Hanson" phenomenon in Australia in terms of individuals feeling the 
globalisation process to be out of their own hands and correspondingly "out of control". 
10   This is to say nothing about debates and fears in relation to issues such as terrorism and the 
international movement of refugees. 
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common identity primarily through the means of vernacular print capitalism.  This common 

identity is understood as different from the identity of other groups and is linked to the 

possibility of statehood.  As an “imagined community” the nation is best understood as an 

attempt to contain or limit the fragmentation of populations within a particular politico-

geographic domain.   

 

The Australian nation is also to be understood as a former (penal) colony engaged in the 

contemporary processes of nation formation within the particular set of international power 

relations I have been sketchily outlining.   From this point of view it is clear that one of the 

main effects of globalisation has been to create a certain anxiety, a sense in which the 

nation-state has been placed under a new kind of threat.  This threat comes not from the 

traditional source - other nation states - but has both internal and external causes.  The 

“threat” from the “outside’ is now primarily from transnational organisations - whether 

defined as "legitimate" or "terroristic".  From the inside it comes from firstly sub-national 

economic regions and localities in competition with each other, secondly the internal effect 

of the movement of globalisation upon the idea of the nation - this I will refer to as multi-

culturalism, and thirdly a deliberate federal government policy of down-sizing 

governmental responsibility in both civil society as well as sensitive social policy areas 

such as public housing, welfare, education, child care, public broadcasting, and health in 

the name of sound economic management. 

 

The social and political effects of these developments have also been fundamental. Terry 

Flew, following the work of in particular Lawrence Grossberg in the United States and 

Stuart Hall in Britain, has pointed out that these developments have been most effectively 

harnessed by the ‘New Right’, which has articulated a socio-cultural agenda that promotes 

an explicit ideology of reactionary nationalism, ethnocentrism and ‘the family’ - a set of 

ideas which paradoxically stand in direct conflict with the economic imperatives of 

“globalisation” - and also a corresponding identification of the value of “freedom” with the 

chaotic world of consumer society and personal hedonism.  From this point of view, state 

regulation is articulated not as a means of serving public, civic and community interest, but 

as an infringement upon personal liberties and economic freedoms.  The effect of this 

agenda has been to “fundamentally alter the terrain of state regulations, making 
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interventions aimed at addressing social inequalities much more difficult to undertake”. 

(Flew 1991: 23) 

 

 

4/.  POSTMODERNITY AND GLOBALISATION 

 

Over recent years the discipline of literary criticism has been witnessing a slow decline in 

the relative importance of the once promising postmodern critical paradigm.  The waning 

of its importance has occurred on three key fronts: aesthetic, historical/temporal, and 

critical.  

 

There can be no doubt that postmodern criticism has been a valiant attempt to come to 

terms with the profound recent changes in the movement of international capital. The 

promise of much postmodern criticism was to proffer an aesthetic “mapping” of this 

contemporary global economic and cultural transformation and the subsequent 

relativisation of values, morals and lifestyles.  In Frederic Jameson’s seminal essay entitled 

‘postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’,11 the famous point was made 

that pastiche rather than parody is the defining mode of postmodern culture: 
 

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar mask, speech in a dead language; but it 

is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated 

of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal 

tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still exists. 

(Jameson 1984: 65) 

 

Clearly Jameson was doing important work in trying to map his own hysterical 

contemporaneity.  The success of Jameson’s project, however, betrays its limits.  The very 

act of making the claim that pastiche is the defining mode of postmodern culture produces a 

resolutely singular analysis of contemporary cultural phenomena, adequate for explaining 

Madonna but not for explaining Peter Gabriel.  The postmodern in such circumstances can 

only engage the ‘globalising’ forces at work in contemporary culture with a kind of poverty 

                                                 
11  Jameson (1984).  Jameson, when describing ‘our own’ state of capitalism, argues that it is 
“wrongly called postindustrial” and might better be termed “multinational capital” (78). 
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of theory.  Such analyses repeatedly fail to take account of their own specular logic when 

confronted with the diversity and specificity of the different genres of contemporary 

cultural production.   

 

Thus, for example, rather than taking Jameson to task for relying too heavily on a (quite 

singular) aesthetic criterion for his description of contemporaneity, a critic as astute as 

Terry Eagleton does no more than add to Jameson’s tragic description of the present.  

Eagleton makes the point that the “culture of postmodernism” does in fact possess a certain 

kind of parody, a parody of the revolutionary art of the twentieth century avant-garde 

(hollowing out the political commitment of the twentieth century avant-garde in the 

process). (Eagleton 1986: 60).   

 

I am not suggesting Jameson and Eagleton might be wrong in their analysis, rather they 

have fostered a mode of theorising contemporary phenomena that is endlessly reproducible 

because it is finally so narrowly aesthetic in the face of massive global change.  The 

postmodern, by such analysis, can only represent an extremely limited and reductive form 

of theorising.   

 

Andrew Goodwin provides an excellent account of these limitations in his discussion of the 

impoverishment of postmodern music-video analysis “Fatal Distractions: MTV Meets 

Postmodern Theory” (1993).  Goodwin is sharply critical of such theorists as John Fiske, 

Peter Wollen and E. Anne Kaplan.  The multiple and contradictory historical, cultural, 

institutional and textual phenomenon that is MTV is seamlessly reduced by such critics to a 

resolutely single aesthetic category acting as a mirror-image of the ideal postmodern text; 

characterised as fragmented, segmented, superficial, stylistically jumbled, blurring 

mediation and reality, collapsing past and future into the moment of the present, elevating 

hedonism and elevating the visual over the verbal.  

 

From this point of view postmodernism represents a kind of one size fits all dead-end of 

cultural production.  Despite its claims to “finger on the pulse” contemporaneity, 

postmodernism has been striking in its incapacity to deliver a cultural criticism that can 

keep up with the cultural changes occurring in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
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centuries.  Indeed, despite the way in which pastiche has circulated in cultural commentary 

as the postmodern trope par excellence, Jameson himself was absolutely clear in pointing 

out that he was “far from feeling that all cultural production today is ‘postmodern’ in the 

broad sense that I will be conferring on this term”. (Jameson 1984: 57)  

 

The second front upon which the postmodern is proving to be an increasingly 

unsatisfactory research paradigm is in its establishment of a set of historical/temporal 

epochs and breaks - the nostalgic idea that there was once a modernity and there is now 

postmodernity.  Niklas Luhmann forcefully argues that “were we to care for realities, we 

would not see any sharp break between a modern and a postmodern society”. (Luhmann 

1995: 171) Luhmann makes the point that for centuries western (and other) societies have 

had a monetary economy, a state-oriented political system, positivistic legal systems, 

technologies of various kinds and so on.  From this point of view globalism becomes the 

extension of certain conditions already inherent in a “modernist” social framework.12  

Further, from this point of view it is untenable to characterise contemporaneity in terms of 

a fundamental break between two historical periods that can be characterised in a fairly 

singular aesthetic manner. 

 

 John Frow makes the aesthetic equivalent of this point. He is sceptical of a postmodernism 

that relies upon an all too ready break between two “epochs”: 

 
Modernism ... is [often understood as involving] a rigorous programme which leads to a 

predetermined end; it has the pathos of a necessary trajectory.  The modernist artist ... is the 

one who explores the given material with absolute commitment and to the point of silence 

or madness ... postmodernism takes up the discarded or marginalised materials of 

modernism ... and exploits them with a quite different kind of rigor. 

 

                                                 
12  The same can be said at an economic level. Hirst and Thompson (1996), while arguing 
convincingly that “the opposite of a globalized economy is  ... not a nationally inward-looking one, 
but an open world market based on trading nations and regulated to a greater or lesser degree both 
by the public policies of nation states and by supra-national agencies”, also point out that “such an 
economy has existed in some form or another since the 1870s, and has continued to re-emerge 
despite major setbacks, the most serious being the crisis of the 1930s.  The point is that it should not 
be confused with a global economy (p 17)”.  Hirst and Thompson make the (contentious) point that 
“in many ways the situation between 1815 and 1914 was much more open than it is today (p 30)”. 
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The problem with such an account is that it continues to reduce the heterogeneity of 

modernism to a paradigm of closed epochal unity.  Positing a marked break between 

epochs, it reinforces the ideal-typical opposition between non-contingent historical unities, 

and thus cannot deal with the possibility that so-called postmodernist texts remain centrally 

within the “sentimental” aesthetic of modernism ... Insofar as modernism always aspires to 

its own dissolution, postmodernism should be seen as one of the most typical products of 

the modernist imagination.13  

 

One of the key points emerging from the suspicion of the epochal break engendered by the 

work of Luhmann, Frow and others, is that the central tenets of postmodern thought derive 

directly from a German Idealistic parentage.  More crucially, postmodernism as a 

critical/theoretical movement needs to be considered as the persistence of elements of the 

critical discourse of German Romanticism.14  

 

This issue can be approached through a point made some time ago by John Fekete.  Fekete 

was interested in describing the relationship between what was formerly called modern 

critical theory (confined not only to new criticism but a wider criticism represented by 

critics such as John Crowe Ransom, Northrop Frye, T.S. Eliot and Marshall McLuhan) and 

romanticism: 

 
In relation to the dominant social forms, the structural reality at the heart of romanticism 

was tension, negation; at the heart of modern critical theory, it is identification, 

affirmation. (Fekete 1977: 3)  

                                                 
13   Frow 1991: 19-20.  In his seminal essay, Jameson himself, despite his crucial centrality in the 
development of the idea of a postmodern epoch or period, betrays, at certain points, a genuine 
scepticism towards the idea of a radical historical break: This list [of “things postmodern] might be 
extended indefinitely; but does it imply any more fundamental change or break than the periodic 
style and fashion changes determined by an older high-modernist imperative of stylistic innovation? 
Jameson (1984) p 54. 
14  Interestingly, this is a point that Jameson momentarily entertains but does not develop: 
“Consider, for example, the powerful alternative position that postmodernism is itself little more 
than one more stage of modernism proper (if not, indeed, of the even older romanticism)” Jameson 
(1984) p 56.  On the same page Jameson satisfies himself that postmodernism is not a stage of  
modernism proper on the grounds that high modernist art-works were rejected as “ugly, dissonant, 
obscure, scandalous, immoral, subversive and generally anti-social” by an older Victorian and post-
Victorian bourgeoisie, whereas now such an attitude strikes us as archaic and that these artworks are 
now both canonized and appear “rather realistic”.  A curious argument, especially considering the 
fact that postmodernism itself can easily be theorised in terms of the “periodic style and fashion 
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If Fekete’s distinction between the modern and the romantic is accepted, postmodern 

critical theory emerges as something like “the return of the repressed” in critical theory.  

The waning of a “Modernist” concern with identification and affirmation led to the 

flooding back of the concepts of tension and negation into critical theory, and along with 

them an array of other neo-romantic themes and strategies.  Here I follow Philippe Lacoue-

Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy’s argument that our own (post) modernity unceasingly 

employs romanticism as its chief foil.  In so doing contemporary critical modernity 

reinvents the central concepts of romanticism.  For Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy the key 

point is that despite all the talk of “posts” we have not left the romantic era behind us. 

(Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1988: 15)  

 

It is easy to list the central romantic themes and strategies expounded by figures like 

Novalis, the Schlegels, and (though technically pre-romantic) Schiller that are still in the 

process of reinvention by a postmodernity that never tires of surprising itself with the same 

set of themes: 

 

1/. The dialectical relationship between “copy” and “originality”.  For the early German 

Romantics the notions of copy, repetition, imitation and intertextuality were understood as 

posing a radical challenge to humanist notions of originality and authenticity.  For British 

as well as later German Romanticism there was a commitment to radical originality which 

segued neatly into high modernist conceptions of artistic production. 

 

2/.  The idea that the fragmentation, revision and reconfiguration of precious texts radically 

changes our habits of reading and writing literary history. 

 

3/.  The at once critical and playful adventure of art and literature positions itself against 

representational philosophy.  According to this positioning, first principles such as reason, 

unity and presence, and the noncontradiction rules of logic are undermined by moments of 

discontinuity, rupture and reversal, free play, connotation, diversity, infinity, non-closure 

and chaos. 

                                                                                                                                                     
changes” determined by high-modernism. 
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4/.  The move from the unified subject to the multiplicity of experience, particularly 

through the aesthetic experience of never finally understanding a text but constantly 

learning more from it.  While romanticism is committed to wholeness and completeness, it 

is also committed to the principle of never achieving it.  It is this commitment to non-

achievement that postmodernism inherits. 

 

5/.  A fascination with such figures and tropes as allegory, irony and the arabesque which 

challenge the notion of total representation and imply a dialectic of discontinuity, open-

endedness, and productivity matching the uncertain boundaries of figures and forces that 

are not available to mere empirical experience.15

 

In relation to “postmodernity” my primary negative aim in this dissertation is to do no more 

than trace some of the effects of the persistence of romantic critical aesthetics in the 

contemporary Australian literary critical context, particularly in terms of the way in which 

Australian literature is able to explore the heterogeneous relationship between globalism 

and nationalism.  By confronting the romantic critical aesthetic head on in this manner we 

are concerned with sifting out what elements might be useful from such a tradition in 

maintaining a vigorous Australian cultural debate in the face of what may well turn out to 

be profound cultural change and realignment of the relationship between globalism and 

Australian nationalism.  Despite its marginality, the literary, I will be arguing, has much to 

offer this debate.   

 

The thesis also has a positive aim.  If one of the defining features of our contemporaneity is 

the sense that the only constant is change, then it is clear that a postmodern critical practice 

heavily dependent upon romantic aesthetics is in danger of rapidly becoming dead in the 

water.  It is time for aesthetic criticism to do something other than continue to oscillate 

between unity and fragmentation.  At the same time however it is important to recognize 

that we have at our disposal an extremely limited stock of critical technologies.  Despite 

                                                 
15  This list is basically a summary of Seyhan’s excellent (1992) discussion of the relationship 
between the themes of German Romanticism and postmodern critical theory.  See in particular pp. 
1-56.  On the poststructuralist fascination with discontinuity, open-endedness and boundary 
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our discomfort with our available critical technologies, we have available to us nothing 

other than those technologies.  Thus the challenge for unprincipled formalism is to develop, 

out of the (romantic) techniques already available in the practice of literary criticism, a 

supple and flexible literary critical practice capable of avoiding the kind of problems 

befalling postmodern critical practice.  What is required is the development of a critical 

practice that does not produce a reductive reading practice that postulates a limited set of 

textual features and activities and constantly seek them out in this or that text.  Rather, 

unprincipled formalism seeks to develop a responsive and flexible criticism in the face of 

ever-changing real-world parameters.   

 

5/.  THE POSTCOLONIAL EXPERIMENT 

 

It has become a critical commonplace in contemporary discussions of postcolonialism to 

make the point that there is no singular way of defining the enterprise: 

 

Attempts to suggest homogeneity, uniformity or univocality in postcolonial work can have 

little credibility.  The theories themselves are in dialogue … (Childs & Williams, 1997: 21) 

 

Ashcroft et al (1998) usefully outline some of this plurality: 

 

Postcolonialism is now used in wide and diverse ways to include the study and analysis of 

European territorial conquests, various institutions of European colonialisms, the 

discursive operations of empire, the subtleties of subject construction in colonial discourse 

and the resistance of those subjects and, most importantly perhaps, the differening 

responses to such incursions and their contemporary colonial legacies in both pre-and post-

independence nations and communities. (Aschcroft et al 1998: 187). 

 

                                                                                                                                                     
uncertainty, see Baker (1993). 
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Aschroft et al go on to cite a list from Stephen Slemon which indicates the remarkable 

heterogeneity of the field, including its agonistic relationship to other forms of theorising, 

especially postmodernism and poststructuralism: 

 

It has been used as a way of ordering a critique of totalising forms of Western historicism, 

as a portmanteau term for a retooled notion of 'class', as a subset of both postmodernism 

and post-structuralism (and conversely, as the condition from which those two structures  

of cutural logic and cultural critique themselves are seen to emerge); as the name for a 

condition of nativist longing in post-independence national groupings; as a cultural marker 

of non-residency for a Third World intellectual cadre; as the inevitable underside of a 

fractured and ambivalent discourse of colonialist power; as an oppositional form of 

'reading practice'; and - and this was my first encounter with the term - as the name for a 

category of 'literary' activity which sprang from a new and welcome political energy going 

on within what used to be called 'Commonwealth' literary studies. (Slemen cited in 

Aschcroft et al 1998: 188). 

 
Given our own interest is in the relationship between Australian literature and the 

phenomenon of postcolonialism, it becomes necessary to make a distinction between useful 

postcolonialisms and less useful postcolonialisms16. 

 

The postcolonial is perhaps most usefully understood as a flexible signifier that attempts to 

describe the complex movement of a formerly colonial Nation state such as Australia.  Due 

                                                 
16   Working from another point of view, Simon During has recently developed a distinction 
between "critical" and "reconciliatory" postcolonialism.  "Critical" postcolonialism seeks radical 
alternatives to modernity based on non-Western traditions and lifestyles, while "conciliatory" 
postcolonialism works, often inadvertently, to reconcile colonized peoples to colonialism. (During 
2000). 
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to the specificity of Australia's status as postcolonial, there are at least three ways of 

describing this complexity. 

 
First, ever shifting and complex arrangements/relations of dominance that, in the light of 

economic globalisation, are formed and reformed in relation to former and existing colonial 

powers in multiple sites and spheres of activity.  In the cultural sphere this is routinely 

defined in terms of national “success” in the international market-place and can be seen in 

Australian successes in business, sports, the arts, and so on.  In the literary domain one 

need only think of David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon being awarded the first 

International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award, in June 1996, then the world's largest literary 

award.   Another example would be the career trajectory of Rupert Murdoch - Australian 

born media proprietor who becomes a U.S. citizen and proceeds to become dominant in 

British and U.S. as well as Australian media. This kind of movement is less well 

understood through the notion that the Empire writes back to the centre than through the 

recognition that, theoretically at least, in the global market-place “world domination” can 

be launched from anywhere.   

 

The problem for postcolonialism and nationalism in this scenario however is that for the 

most part the moment international “success” is achieved by an individual in any particular 

sphere there is a corresponding “decrease” in nationality.  Murdoch himself, Greg Norman, 

Peter Weir and Clive James might be “Australian” examples.  The nation itself, however, is 

always far more intransigent than its (erstwhile) citizenry.  Success for the nation is usually 

measured in terms of its place upon a set of OECD “league tables” expressing social and 

economic indicators. 

 

Secondly, in the Australian situation postcolonialism refers to the complex historical 

establishment and development of a dominant and to a large extent hegemonic settler 

society: a society that, by virtue of historical contingency has emerged from a dominant 

anglo-protestant and an Irish-catholic heritage perhaps best represented as the dominated 

fraction of dominant.  This “middle-Australia” has been forced to negotiate relations with a 

multi-culturalism that emerges primarily from the effects of post-war immigration policy 

(and the subsequent increasing influence of in particular Italian, Greek and Vietnamese 
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populations) and more recently extensive global movements in general.  Secondly, middle 

Australia has negotiated the influence of a Chinese population who have been central to 

Australian food production and culture since the middle of the nineteenth century; and 

thirdly an indigenous population still emerging from the social and probable moral failure 

of a history of assimilationist (now "practical reconciliation") policies and which continues 

to prove extremely difficult to integrate and reconcile in any simple manner with the other 

elements of Australian society. 

 

Thirdly there is a wider sense in which postcolonialism is the perception of a relationship 

between former colonial dependencies and their engagement in what Tony Bennett and 

Graeme Turner have described as “similar struggles to maintain the local, the regional, or 

the national against market forces routinely represented as inevitably, irresistibly, 

globalising”. (Bennett, Turner et al 1994: 1) This modest conception of the postcolonial is 

an awareness that: 

 
Unlike the ‘traditional’ European nations, the new settler societies have had to undertake 

the process of nation formation urgently, visibly, defensively, and are always being caught 

in the act, embarrassed by the process of construction.  Since traditional Eurocentric 

understandings of nationhood deny the legitimacy of such societies in seeing nations as 

resting on traditions which are the outcomes of long continuous histories, they have had to 

look for alternatives.  Finding an alternative model more appropriate to a postcolonial 

collective identity, however, is difficult. (Bennett, Turner et al 1994: 2-3) 

 

It is precisely around the problem of this difficult and heterogeneous “collective identity” 

where a fiction writer like David Malouf makes his contribution. 

 

Although postcolonialism may well be a legitimate attempt to name and describe a very 

specific set of social, economic and political problems and circumstances, in the literary 

sphere postcolonialism has been captured by a critical aesthetic movement most neatly 

described as Empire Writes Back postcolonialism.  Critics associated with this largely 

Australian movement include Helen Tiffin, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffith an Steven 
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Slemen.  From the publication of the important volume The Empire Writes Back (1989), 

this group have attempted to develop a set of techniques for producing oppositional reading 

practices - concentrating on the politics of opposition and struggle as well as 

problematizing the "key relationship between centre and periphery". (Mishra and Hodge 

1994: 276).   

 

Romantic literary postcolonialism rests on several basic assumptions across a range of 

vectors: 1/. the championing of the hybrid text, 2/. The collapsing of theoretical notions 

such as "subordination" and "history", 3/.  A rigidly revolutionary hermeneutic, 4/. A 

profoundly negative interpretation of nationalism and 5/. A profoundly oedipal relationship 

with English literature .  These assumptions have, in recent years, received considerable 

critical attention.   

 

1/.  Although it has developed its theoretical agenda in a largely agonistic relationship with 

postmodernity, postcolonial literary theory, as Neil Larsen notes, has a declared affinity 

with "a philosophy that has declared itself the enemy of all notions of identity and fixed 

meaning." (Larson 2000: 141).                             

 

Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra argue that the "uncritical adulation of pluralism" circulating 

in postcolonial literary theory is a result partly of the relationship between postcolonial 

literary theory and postmodern literary theory, but also partly because the particular 

Australian take on postcolonialism emerges from the liberal Australian version of 

multiculturalism, which then imposes concepts such as 'hybridity' and 'syncretism' as the 
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theoretical 'dominants' of post-colonial society in general.  (Mishra & Hodge 1994: 287)  

Benita Parry reinforces and develops this point by arguing the following: 

 

The preference within the postcolonial discussion for the hybrid, mestizo or creolised 

formations privileges a fissured postcolonial identity, and scants the intelligibility, 

mutability, and inventions of the indigenous. (Parry 2002: 70).     

   

This championing of hybridisation etc., and the consequent deemphasis of, in Parry's terms, 

intelligibility, mutability and invention, leads to two salient forms of criticism: firstly that it 

is just plain inaccurate, and secondly that it results a "watered down" and compromised 

politics. 

 

The first criticism is neatly outlined by Mishra and Hodge: 

 

The paradigmatic colonial text is the West Indian novel which is elevated, implicitly, to the 

position of pre-eminence: all postcolonial literatures aspire to the condition of the West 

Indian, and the achievements of West Indian writers are read back into the settler 

traditions.  But the West Indian paradigm is just not applicable to a country like Australia 

for instance, either historically or linguistically.  Australian English is an almost exact 

duplication of received standard English and Australian colloquialisms (its most obvious 

anti-language) follow exactly the rules by which the language of the British underground 

comes into being.  That crucial fracturing of the deep structure of language found in non-

settler 'englishes' just does not occur in Australia, a country which, historically, has always 

seen itself as part of the Empire, ever ready to follow, uncritically, in the footsteps of the 

Mother Country.  (Hodge and Mishra 1994: 286) 
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The second argument is advanced by Leela Gandhi - when only literatures which conform 

to the model of hybridisation and "writing-back" can qualify as appropriately postcolonial, 

the postcolonial agenda becomes ultimately a gesture not toward culture difference - 

respecting the indigenous in its own terms, but toward cultural compromise - only the 

"fractured" literatures endorsed by the Western critic are acceptable as postcolonial: 

 

By carelessly insinuating the priority of a European langue over and above the possibility 

of a non-European parole, these critics once again repeat the tired colonialist assumption 

that it takes the West - in the shape of either theory or history - to bring the 'rest' to the 

condition of intelligibility.  (Gandhi 1998: 176.  See also 150ff.)  

 

2/.  In order to develop its object, a relatively homogenous corpus entitled "postcolonial 

literature", postcolonial literary studies has had to do more than champion "hybrid" texts.  

It has had to collapse differences across two axis which in turn creates a set of theoretical 

"artefacts". 

 

Firstly, postcolonial literary theory has had to amplify the notion of "subordination" across 

a range of dissimilar societies in order to produce a global "postcolonial" literature.  This 

has meant that, as Sheila Gandhi has argued, postcolonialism has posited a uniformly 

subordinated postcolonial subjectivity which is the same in societies as different as 

Bangladesh and Australia. (Gandhi 1988: 169). 

 

Secondly, in order to produce a literary corpus which emerges from a post colonial literary 

moment, postcolonial literary theory has been forced to collapse all histories into a singular 

postcolonial one.  This has created a situation in which, in Anne McLintock's words, the 
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'"postcolonial scene occurs in an entranced suspension of history", which results in a 

"fetishistic disavowal of crucial international distinctions"  (McLintock 1994: Barker 225-

26) 

 

3/.  As a reading practice, postcolonial literary theory creates an extremely rigid 

hermeneutic.   As Hodge and Mishra point out this hermeneutic leads to unsustainably 

fantastic claims on the part of its practitioners: 

 

In practice … for the authors of EWB, the postcolonial is a hermeneutic which is 

vindicated by the conditions in non-settler societies, but is then used unchanged to apply to 

settler colonies, thus making strategic moves of these settler colonies towards greater 

political and economic autonomy within a capitalist world economy appear as heroic and 

revolutionary ruptures. (Hodge and Mishra 1994: 286.) 

 

4/.  Romantic literary postcolonialism carries with it a profoundly negative sense of the 

nation.  The conceptualisation of nationalism that unprincipled formalism contests is 

exemplified by the following passage from Bill Ashcroft and John Salter: 

 
Something would appear to have gone very wrong with Australian nationalism.  But the 

heart of the problem is a paradox shared by all settler cultures in their frenetic and 

ambiguous passion for identity.  Colonial nationalism, which is born of the desire to assert 

difference from the imperial centre, inevitably calcifies into an authoritative discourse 

which replaces the one it appears to be rejecting.  In Australia, nationalism has always 

served imperial, or in contemporary terms, ‘international’ interests. (Ashcroft and Salter 

1994: 71) 

 

The argument that nationalism in Australia has “always served imperial, or in 

contemporary terms, ‘international’ interests” is somewhat simplistic and of dubious 

validity - the relationship between ‘national’ and ‘international’ interests is an extremely 
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complex one. Richard White’s now classic (1981) Inventing Australia describes the 

multiplicity of different interest groups, some internal, some external, who have, at one 

time or another, harnessed the notion of the Nation to their own interests. Ashcroft and 

Salter’s remorselessly negative account of nationalism produces the strangulation of any 

possibility of analysing the socially and politically “progressive” aspects of nationalism.  It 

becomes impossible, in other words, to invent a nationalism that can be understood as one 

of the sites of engagement and/or struggle with relentlessly globalising forces.  As well as 

this Ashcroft and Salter rely upon a mis-placed attack upon the “state” prevalent in much 

romantic postcolonial writing (indeed literary discourse in general).  Ian Hunter has 

described this phenomenon in terms of its relationship to romanticism: 
 

The Romantics mark the point at which the stratum of intellectuals detaches itself from the 

emergent technologies of government and, in this way at least, renders itself powerless by 

founding itself in a higher realm - morality, aesthetic completeness.  It needn’t have been 

this way of course. (Hunter 1992: 371)  

 

Hunter goes on to argue that: 
 

The Romantic contraction of the literary field to the aesthetic might be seen as the mark of 

a specialised subgroup within [a more general] intellectual stratum: a subgroup whose 

elaboration of the ethic of aesthetic problematization, withdrawal, and transcendence can 

be treated analogously to a religious exercise.  From this point on, aesthetic intellectuals 

relate to the sphere of government largely through a practice of “critique by withdrawal”; 

and the profundity of their criticism in fact reflects their lack of familiarity with the 

sophisticated techniques that compose this sphere. (371) 

 

Needless to say we see postcolonial literary studies as being placed squarely within this 

space of “withdrawal”, and we insist that any notion of “politics” that might emerge from 

or be operative within postcolonial studies needs to be examined in the first instance in 

terms of its relationship to the Romantic “ethic of aesthetic problematization”.  In other 

words, postcolonial literary studies are a particular technology for the work of 

problematization of the self.  What it thinks of as its politics is in actuality a technology for 

producing and reproducing this self (as marginal, counter-discursive etc).   
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Ashcroft and Salter rely heavily on a sketchy historical argument in order to make their 

claims: 

 
The 1930s and 40s, not the 1890s, may be the period most important to the nationalist 

debate in Australia: firstly, because it was during this period that Australian nationalism 

calcified into an enabling discourse for imperial authority; secondly, because that imperial 

authority itself was beginning to change - a phenomenon clearly symbolised in 1942, in the 

‘invitation’ extended to General MacArthur to sit in the Australian National Parliament. 

(Ashcroft and Salter 1994: 72) 

 

I certainly don’t disagree that the 1940s signalled the birth and growth of a nationalism 

more powerful than anything seen in Australia since the 1880s and 90s, peaking in the 

1950s with work by Palmer, Phillips, Ward et al.  Nor do I disagree that the 1940s 

witnessed a shift from British dominance to American, a process that had steadily been 

building since the 1920s.  

 

The nationalism of the 1930s and 40s is, however, far better understood as predominantly a 

mode of resistance to the 1920s/30s “empire patriotism-Anzac nationalism”.  Furthermore, 

the key moment of the nationalist debate in 1942 was not the symbolic one of MacArthur 

sitting in the Australian National Parliament, but the 1942 imposition of federal income tax, 

a move which began the process of increasing central power after the war and which gave 

the Commonwealth government a crucial role in Australian social and economic life by 

expanding areas such as social welfare, housing, immigration, and education.   

 

Stephen Alomes argues that these moves were understood at the time less as “moves 

towards a greater degree of nationhood than towards greater industrial efficiency ... social 

welfare was seen, like education, as a necessary adjunct to more efficient productive 

activity”. (Alomes 1988: 135) Whatever we decide on this, it is clear that Federal taxation 

continues to exert a major influence on “National Unity”.  We ought therefore to consider 

Nationalism in a deeply unprincipled way.  Rather than considering nationalism in an 

agonistic manner by adopting a critical manoeuvre that asserts our difference from its 

centre, Nationalism might better be understood as a technique for maintaining a collective 

place in the world. 
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For our own historical moment, just as important as the centralisations that occurred in the 

1940s were the complex nationalist issues of the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Once again 

following Alomes: 

 
The late 1960s and early 1970s saw fundamental redefinitions of several major areas of 

Australian life, with profound implications for economic, political, social and cultural 

nationalism.  Changing perspectives on Asia, the Vietnam War, defence and foreign policy 

had cultural implications as changing definitions of cultural values had political 

consequences.  In an era of international flux comparable with 1918-22 or 1945-47, 

Australia’s international role was being redefined as less simply based on Great power 

loyalty.  Yet the rising Australian social and cultural self-confidence was not without its 

contradictions; impelled by mineral boom affluence it was in fact paralleled by growing 

foreign ownership of Australia. (Alomes 1988: 197)17

 

An historical moment, then, characterised by the tension between a rising national self-

confidence and what we now might recognise as the forces of globalisation (represented, in 

Alomes account, by “growing foreign ownership”).   

 

The literary texts I am analysing in this dissertation all emerge from this historical moment 

and each, in its own way, is driven by the perception of a redefinition of Australia’s 

international role as based decreasingly upon “Great power loyalty”.  This decrease 

produces in some cases fear and in others exhilaration. 

 

Ashcroft and Salter offer both of the authors analysed in this thesis as representatives of 

their profoundly negative conceptualisations of the nation.  David Malouf is said to 

“challenge authorised nationalistic constructions of place, by showing the complexity and 

individuality of particular experience, thereby invalidating conceptions of a general 

‘national’ reality.  Yet the experience Malouf articulates is undeniably Australian” 

(Ashcroft and Salter 1994: 83).  In order to make this point, Ashcroft and Salter posit a 

difference between an undefined “general ‘national’ reality” and “undeniably Australian 

                                                 
17  Alomes develops this argument on pp. 197-206. 
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experience” (the multi-dimensional totality of individual experience that goes to make up 

‘everyday life’).   

 

There are several problems with Ashcroft and Salter’s argument.  Firstly, rather than 

repeating their explicitly romantic argument that ‘everyday life’ is something that 

“undermines” the “general ‘national’ reality”, I maintain that the two “orders” do not 

operate at the same ontological level.  The ‘national reality’, which can only be understood 

as something like the quasi-unity resulting from the combination of a “national” media with 

a centralised federal administration with taxation capacities, is concerned primarily with 

the administration of populations, whereas ‘everyday-life’ operates at the level of 

individuals and the relationships between individuals.  Intriguingly, this is the very point 

that Malouf makes in the passage cited by Ashcroft and Salter in order to reinforce their 

case: 

 
How it spoke, not always in the plainest terms, since that wasn’t always possible, but 

precise ones just the same, for what is deeply felt and might otherwise go unrecorded: all 

those unique and repeatable events, the little sacraments of daily existence, movements of 

the heart and intimations of the close but inexpressible grandeur and terror of things, that is 

our other history, the one that goes on, in a quiet way, under the noise and chatter of events 

and is the major part of what happens in the life of the planet, and has been from the 

beginning (Malouf 1990: pp. 283-84 cited in Ashcroft and Salter 1994: 82). 

 

Although my analyses will confirm the importance of the “complexity and individuality of 

particular experience” in Malouf’s work, it does not follow from this premise that Malouf 

is engaged in an act of “challeng[ing] authorised nationalistic constructions of place” or 

“thereby invalidating conceptions of a general ‘national’ reality”.  My argument is, on the 

contrary, that Malouf’s work is best understood as a contribution to the Nation-building 

project, a project that attempts to take account of both “our other history” as well as “the 

noise and chatter of events”.  Ashcroft and Salter’s placement of “our other history” and 

“the noise and chatter of events” in a dialectical relationship - the lower of which 

deconstructs the higher - owes nothing to Malouf (who states explicitly that the two strands 

continue at the same time), but is rather an artefact produced by their romantic critical 

methodology. 
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Peter Carey is another author whom Ashcroft and Salter discuss in terms of challenging the 

notion of the nation: 

 
Peter Carey, too, has challenged the notion of an authorised ‘Reality’, and  ...  challenges 

the whole concept of definable boundaries to human existence.  The key perception here is 

that the identity of either an individual or a nation is not an essential construction, a single 

thread, but an interweaving of strands which form a generally recognisable, but complex 

and continually changing rope (1994: 83). 

 

Ashcroft and Salter are by no means wrong to argue that the nation is not an essential 

construction but something far more complex and transformative, nor are they wrong in 

pointing to the challenging of preconceived notions of reality as constituting an important 

element of Carey’s fiction.  However, the problems with their argument manifest 

themselves in the concluding paragraph of their essay: 

 
The only way to break out of the circularity set-up by the authority is through 

appropriation of the language of the centre.  Using language in this way, the subject is able 

to re-write the text, to ‘write back’ to the centre to articulate, not a single unitary subject, 

but a profusion of hybrid experience - the full range of cultural existence that is Australia.  

Only in this way is the heteroglossic diversity of Australia able to find its voices. (Ashcroft 

and Salter 1994: 83) 

 

Firstly, as I have already argued, the ‘single unitary’ administrative centre and the 

‘profusion of hybrid experience’ are operating at entirely different ontological levels.  

Ashcroft and Salter, despite the rhetoric of “appropriating the centre” and “re-writing the 

text” offer no advice on how a translation might in fact be enacted between the two levels.   

 

It is probable that the postcolonial distinction between centre and margin will turn out to be 

nothing more than a restatement of the classic liberal distinction, first posited by Adam 

Smith, between civil society, based on a primary concern with the concepts of liberty and 

justice (the margin), and the state, governed by a primary concern with wealth, welfare and 

security (the centre).  Considered in this way, the postcolonial fascination with the 

deconstruction of the centre by the margin is finally little more than the traditional liberal 
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schism between the obligation of the citizen to comply with the decisions of legal 

government and the desire of the subject to resist the powers of the state in the name of 

individual liberty.  Elected governments routinely employ not always successful techniques 

for “selling” unpopular policy to the ‘electorate’ (the manufacture of charisma, costly 

advertising campaigns, appeals to fear and self-interest, moral panics, press-releases, denial 

of the release of sensitive materials [film, photographs] etc).  It is not at all clear from 

Ashcroft and Salter’s arguments (in fact from postcolonial literary work in general) 

precisely how the re-writing of works of literature might actually have effects at the 

governmental level.  There is absolutely no reason to suppose that literary works and 

arguments do not have highly mediated effects on government policy, but these effects are 

highly complex, nuanced, contingent and ad hoc.   

 

Secondly the argument demonstrates absolutely no recognition of the work that 

government has performed in order precisely to incorporate the ‘profusion of hybrid 

experience’ into policy across a range of areas.  No government, of any kind, will ever be 

capable of incorporating the “full range of cultural existence that is Australia”.  Such 

incorporation is a utopian aim that by definition is always doomed to failure.  This is not to 

suggest that the fact that it is a utopian aim doomed to failure is a good reason for 

government policy not to attempt to undertake incorporation of “the full range of cultural 

existence”; indeed I would argue that this remains a fundamental duty of the governmental 

bureaucracy.  However, it is to argue that postcolonial literary arguments attempting to 

wish this incorporation into existence, arguments that argue the possibility of this 

impossibility, in fact represent a flight from politics. 

 

Third, and connected with the above three points, there is absolutely no guarantee that the 

margin writing back to the centre will have desirable social consequences.  How does this 

kind of analysis deal with competing claims to marginality?  For example, consider the way 

in which the ethnocentric individualism that during 1996 and the period immediately after 

coalesced around the inarticulate anti-charismatic figure of Pauline Hanson employs 

precisely the same centre/margin model as that of the postcolonial critic.  In the Hanson 

case (derived from Prime-Minister John Howard’s politically successful but socially 

disastrous and logically incoherent attempts at mixing neo-liberal libertarian economics 

  



38

with social and political populism) the centre is conceived in terms of a politically correct 

elitist multi-culturalism from which “mainstream white Australia” claims its voice has been 

occluded.  Surely there can’t be two univocal centres.  The difficulty is a result of the very 

model of centre vs. margin.  The model is highly transportable, it can be used in an infinite 

number of contexts and, because of this infinitude, it is irresolute in the kinds of political 

analysis that it can produce. 

 

The fourth problem is the work that ‘the subject’ is made to perform in this analysis.  Just 

as the transportable notion of the margin against the centre is remarkable for its lack of 

clarity and focus, so too is the concept of the “subject”.  I gather that the subject, in 

Ashcroft and Salter’s analysis, can be defined as something like the self-consciousness that 

is a product of the “excess” that results from not being ‘quite the same’ as the reified 

subject of imperial (nationalist) discourse.  The writer of literature then, by virtue of being 

a writer of literature (and not, say, advertising copy), is presumably precisely this self-

conscious kind of subject, and is thus able to write its otherness.  What is unclear is the 

manner in which this assertion of difference by the singular subject transforms into “a 

profusion of hybrid experience” and “the heteroglossic diversity of Australia ...  [finding its 

voices]”.  Does a single great author produce this profusion which can then be read off, or 

is what is needed a whole range of different voices added together, an appropriate canon, in 

order to produce the profusion?  More importantly, how might we train an appropriate 

reading ‘subject’ who might profit from this profusion?  I am certainly not arguing against 

the possibility of a profusion of voices, the problem is more that the rhetoric of ‘the 

subject’ serves to obfuscate the analysis at every turn. 

 

Fifth the issue of textual analysis.  Much postcolonial textual analysis consists of the 

staging of a dialectic between this or that ‘calcified’ centre and the mimicking multiple 

margins.  A sense of the extraordinary fecundity of this dialectical methodology can be 

found in the third chapter of Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s (1989) textbook, entitled “Re-

placing the text”. This chapter consists of six “re-readings” of literary texts, most 

commonly in terms of the positing of an opposition between a centre and a margin in order 

to erase that opposition.  Lewis Nkosi’s Mating Birds is read in terms of demonstrating that 

the “older and stronger metropolitan order cannot finally win because writing, once seized, 
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retains the seeds of self-regeneration and the power to create and recreate the world” (87).  

V.S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men, although offering “a clear vision of the nexus of power 

operating in the colonial world”, is chastised for Naipaul’s tendency to be “drawn to [the] 

centre even though he sees it constructing the ‘periphery’ as an area of nothingness.  Yet he 

is simultaneously able to see that the ‘reality’, the ‘truth’, and ‘order of the centre is also an 

illusion ... [thus] ... There is no centre of reality just as there is no pre-given unmediated 

reality” (91).  Michael Anthony’s short story Sandra Street “exposes Mr Blades’ ideology 

of ‘objectivity’ and permanent literary values and denies their ‘transparency” (97).  

Timothy Findlay’s Not Wanted on the Voyage “deploys a number of counter-discursive 

strategies, re-entering the western episteme at one of its most fundamental points of 

origination to deconstruct those notions and processes which rationalised the imposition of 

the imperial word on the rest of the world” (104).  The analysis of Janet Frame’s The Edge 

of the Alphabet is an extraordinary piece of schizo-theory concluding that Frame, “through 

deconstructing the centre, [sees] the reality of the alphabet and meaning itself as residing in 

a ‘slippage’ of language rather than a distinction of centre and margin.  Thora/Zoe/Janet 

Pattern/Bryce/Frame has deferred reality itself into a continuously expanding horizon of 

marginal realities.  Within this horizon there is no longer any centre, but a fabric of 

perpetually intersecting discourses of marginality which include the marginality of the 

author herself (109).  Finally, if read from the point of view of  that which Tiffin et al term 

“an adequate critical practice”, R.K. Narayan’s The Vendor of Sweets, illustrates “the 

possibilities of dismantling received epistemological notions once language and form have 

been fully appropriated” (115).   

 

The postcolonial critic inevitably starts out by positing a binary opposition between centre 

and margin, and the literary text always brings the postcolonial critic to a heightened 

awareness or reinforcement of the erasure of that dialectic.18  Each of the authors I am 

examining in this dissertation can be analysed in terms of postcolonial symptomatic 

reading, indeed it has been done on many occasions.  However, the two authors I am 

examining in fact begin with the problem raised by that which postcolonial theory always 

                                                 
18  Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge make a roughly similar point when they point out that “the danger 
... is that the postcolonial is reduced to a purely textual phenomenon, as if power is simply a matter 
of discourse and it is only through discourse that counter-claims might be made (Mishra and Hodge 
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finally arrives.  Malouf is concerned with what it means to represent that centre (as an 

attempted unifying principle) to the “margins” when you are marginal yourself and the 

“margins” are not really that interested in your discourse. Carey poses the question in terms 

of "what do you do once there is no centre and multiplicity has become the only thing 

you’ve got to work with?"   

 

5/.  The fifth basic assumption of literary postcolonialism is that it is a movement betraying 

a profoundly oedipal relationship to English literature - a movement characterised primarily 

by its specular relationship with the literary text. 

 

Ania Loomba has discussed the effects of the essential bias towards textualism that 

circulates in postcolonial literary studies: 

 

Many writings on colonial or postcolonial discourse may not expressly privilege the textual, but 

they implicitly do so by interpreting colonial relations through literary texts alone.  Others do not 

necessarily concentrate on literature alone but their analysis of colonial discourse blurs the 

relationship between the material and the ideological, leading one critic to warn that  'in calling for 

the study of the aesthetics of colonialism, we might end up aestheticizing colonialism, producing a 

radical chic version of raj nostalgia. (Loomba 1998: 95-96) 

 

Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra locate the specularity of postcolonial literary studies 

primarily in terms of its obsession with the novel: 
 

With [local] forms of knowledge ruled out as unnecessary because they are too difficult, a 

comprehensive theory of an uncanonised genre such as the novel is all that one needs to 

interpret postcolonial literature.  Beneath the strategies of [postcolonial literary studies] is 

the dialogism of Bakhtin; and beneath postcolonial literature lies the might of the  novel 

form.  Absence of cultural specificity leads to cultural collapse, and cultural collapse takes 

                                                                                                                                                     
1993: 32) 
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us to the modern genre par excellence, the novel.  The European bourgeoise novel comes 

with a pre-existent philosophical apparatus that implicitly questions the representation of 

history to the extent that any counter-historical move must begin with a reading of the 

capacities of the novelistic genre itself.  The extreme extension of this theory is that the 

postcolonial as a duplication of Bakhtin’s essentially polyphonic reading of the novel form 

makes the postcolonial redundant. (Hodge and Mishra 1993: 35) 

 

Rather than championing the postcolonial emphasis upon the novel and its 

“deconstruction” of history, Hodge and Mishra posit the following as a critical procedure: 

It is important that we meet this hypothesis half-way, accept that a European epic narrative 

mediated through the European bourgeois model was an available discourse to the 

postcolonial writer, and then fill out the other half of the equation with those very precise, 

historically and culturally specific distinctions that mark off postcolonial difference 

without constructing, in turn, a postcolonial homogeneity that cancels out its own 

oppositions and fractures. (35) 

 

In Fekete’s terms outlined above, Hodge and Mishra’s critical procedure and its concern 

with precise historical and cultural specificity parts company with Romantic postcolonial 

work in that it seeks identification and affirmation of postcolonial difference rather than 

negation (evidenced most forcefully by Romantic postcolonialism’s ceaseless work of 

deconstructing centres and margins). 

 

Simon During is another critic who has considered the critical attenuation at the heart of the 

Romantic postcolonial enterprise.  During complains about the “reductiveness” of what he 

terms, in an ironic fashion, Nietzschean fröhlich or “joyful” postcolonialism: 

 
The will to use the term “postcolonial” is driven not simply by a need for narrative order 

and global harmony; it contains a political promise of liberation.  It is as if the postcolonial 

moment will allow previously diverted or repressed traditions, desires, life-practices and 

beliefs to be fully enacted.  At least that is the spirit within which “postcolonialism” has 

emerged as a topic within the Western academy. (During 1992: 88) 

 

During goes on to outline four ways in which the concept is wildly reductive.  Firstly it 

passes too quickly over immense local differences both between national societies as well 
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as their internal divisions.19  Second it makes no distinction between those societies which 

possessed complex bureaucratic structures and economic systems before Western 

encroachment and those which did not (nor, I might add, does it have any adequate way of 

dealing with the range of possibilities between these two poles: as I argue in my analysis of 

David Malouf’s “Remembering Babylon” the opposition is not a simple one).  Third it is 

incapable of dealing with those forms of Western encroachment which have not involved 

direct colonisation or settlement (eg late twentieth-century US economic and cultural 

colonisation); and fourth, closely related to the third point, “a term like postcolonialism, 

with its emancipatory conceptual overtones, only obscures analysis of the rhythm of 

globalisation”. (91) 

 

In his critique of the reductiveness of “fröhlich postcolonialism”, During becomes 

increasingly concerned that he is himself being too reductive.  Despite the force of 

During’s critique, he almost drops the ball as it were by the following concession: 

 

Let me drop this critique of fröhlich postcolonialism at a point where I can cheerfully 

confess what must be apparent enough, namely that my representation is something of a 

caricature. (96) 

 

By conceding this point During is in danger of losing sight of the failure of fröhlich 

postcolonialism as both a political and a textual analysis.  That During's critique is not a 

caricature can be demonstrated by a close reading of the rhetorical tropes of some 

postcolonial critical texts: I embark upon one such close reading in the chapter discussing 

Malouf's Remembering Babylon. 

 

Fröhlich “postcolonial criticism” has a clearly describable set of methodological features.  

Firstly, fröhlich postcolonial criticism explicitly proclaims itself to be both anti-

authoritarian (respectful of the “text itself”) and anti-passive and apolitical reading.  

                                                 
19  Postcolonial theory does in fact gesture towards the problem of local differences, albeit using 
the remarkably blunt distinction between the settler colony and the invaded colony.  On this 
distinction see Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989: pp. 25-27.  Postcolonial theory might also make 
a reasonable defence of this reductiveness on the grounds that there is a virtue in ignoring local 
differences in order to consider what very difference cultures/societies might more or less have in 
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Secondly, postcolonial literary criticism has an explicit concern with the notion of 

otherness.  This concern manifests itself in two distinct ways.  On the one hand it is 

concerned with proclaiming its own otherness not only from what it takes to be orthodox 

critical assumptions, but also from other, competing, “radical” criticisms (other others).  As 

well as this, as I have argued already, it claims to be the other of what at different times are 

called “Dominant” or “Western” or “Euro” or “English” or “Centrist” or “Colonial” or 

“Metropolitan” (and so on) discourses.  

 

Stephen Slemon explains that: 

 

the project of a radical critical practice might be constituted as something not 

unlike the close reading of the literary text, except that here the text would be 

grounded to a specific vector of historical materiality and dialectical 

positionality.  Within such a form of reading, the dynamics of radical critique 

would inhere not within the avowed methodology of the critical perspective 

but within the space of postcolonial literary writing itself, the critic becomes 

no more and no less than a facilitator of the kind of cultural work certain 

postcolonial allegorical texts inherently seek to perform (underlining added). 

(Slemon 1988)  

 

Slemon’s notion of the “dialectical positionality” of the text is premised on two 

assumptions.  On the one hand, and this article of faith is central to the entire postcolonial 

literary enterprise, that the condition of postcoloniality makes literary writing subversive - 

why else is the literary privileged above other modes of communication?20  On the other 

hand, the argument relies on the premise that postcolonial literature is always “counter” to, 

minimally, the “metropolitan” centre (Slemon’s notion of “dialectical positionality” is, I 

take it, roughly synonymous with the popular notion of “counter-discourse”).  As to the 

former assumption I can do worse than repeat the suspicion Foucault casts upon the claim: 

“Until 1970  ...  people were able to say that the very fact of writing itself ... was in itself 

                                                                                                                                                     
common precisely because of the shared experience of colonialism. 
20 Helen Tiffin asserts, for example, that “Texts, particularly literary texts, provide sites of radical 
opposition, unique in the potential they offer for escape from repression and co-option”. (Tiffin 
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subversive  ...  As you know such things were, unfortunately, said”. (Foucault 1988: 68)  

Foucault’s point is that the “subversive” capacities of literature are not inherent to it but are 

rather a function of its institutional “sacralization”.  

 

The “counter-discursive” quality of postcolonial literature/literary studies is characterised 

in the following manner by Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin in The Empire Writes Back: 

 
Clearly a discourse such as postcolonialism, which runs counter to the established canon ... 

can very easily appropriate ... the idea that the sign obtains its meaning in conflict and 

contradiction and apply it to postcolonial texts and societies. (1989: 169) 
 

Postcolonial literary critical work is premised on a desire for attention to “the space of 

postcolonial literary writing itself” rather than any particular “avowed” methodology of a 

critical perspective”.  This concept can be seen in action in the work of Ashcroft et al’s 

careful signalling of their “appropriation” of the semiotic point regarding the “sign” 

obtaining its meaning “in conflict and contradiction”.  The formulation, as Hodge and 

Mishra pointed out, clearly derives from the Bakhtinian notion of the heteroglossic novel. 

 

It is important to be clear about the difference between this work and unprincipled 

formalism.  Despite the rhetoric that concerns itself with “the space of postcolonial literary 

writing itself”, the postcolonial critic is not at all interested in offering a space for that 

writing to do its work.  Rather, s/he already inhabits the space of the other.  This is not a 

question of allowing something provisionally called postcolonial literary writing a space in 

which it may announce itself, rather, postcolonial literary studies has here, despite its 

avowed intentions, already defined for us what postcolonial literary writing will be.  

Slemon’s discussion unproblematically conflates the general notion of “the space of 

postcolonial literary writing itself” with the far more precisely defined notion of “certain 

postcolonial allegorical texts”.  It is also obvious from the manner in which Ashcroft  et al 

define the postcolonial as always-already “counter to the established canon”.  The 

postcolonial critic thus defines the other in and for itself: the other in this case is the space 

of postcolonial literary writing represented by certain postcolonial allegorical and/or 

                                                                                                                                                     
1992: 68) 
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“counter” texts.  The postcolonial critic is able to make this definition while somehow 

claiming not to be encumbered by some apparatus or avowed methodology for making its 

meaningful distinctions. 

 

Romantic postcolonial criticism also does the work of what can be called othering itself.  In 

Slemon's discussion this can be seen in the proposition that the critic must act as the 

facilitator of the kind of cultural work the text itself seeks to perform: the radical critic 

strives to disappear in the face of the work of his nominated other, again without “an 

avowed methodology” for so doing. 

 

A further problem in  postcolonial studies is its failure to take history seriously.  This is 

because at bottom the reality of the Colonial record isn’t actually its concern.  This is a 

crucial issue to which we will necessarily return in later chapters - particularly the three 

chapters that take up the work of David Malouf, but for the moment we can take the 

following quotation from the 1989 book The Empire Writes Back: 

 
It can be argued that the study of English and the growth of Empire proceeded from a 

single ideological climate and that the development of the one is intrinsically bound up 

with the development of the other ... at the unconscious level ... it leads to the naturalising 

of constructed values (eg. Civilisation, humanity, etc) which, conversely, established 

‘savagery’, ‘native’, ‘primitive’ as their antithesis and as the object of a reforming zeal1. 

(Tiffin et al 1989: 3) 

 

This passage is from very early in the book and largely set the agenda for the work to 

follow.  Firstly, the “deconstructive” technique of unmasking ‘constructed values’, 

expressed as binary oppositions.  Secondly the passage relies completely on the notion of 

the “single ideological climate”.  This is a trope whereby a homogeneous mainstream of 

some sort or other is posited against all sorts of heterogeneous otherness.  The central 

weakness of this kind of analysis is that the heterogeneity of the “mainstream” is rarely 

examined.  The passage is also premised upon what might well be the key postcolonial 

assumption about language drawing upon a kind of small l Lacanianism, that English is 

something imposed upon “authentic” native subjectivities, thus contemporary “native” 

subjectivities are always already “fractured” by this process.  One way of understanding the 
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postcolonial dispositif is in terms of its being a meditation-without-end on this particular 

process of subjectification.   

 

What is most interesting about the passage is the footnote.  This is the first footnote in the 

whole book, and, given that the fascinating notion of “the object of a reforming zeal” is 

footnoted, there is no reference to the history of the relationship between governmentality 

and schooling in India, rather there is a discursive footnote speculating that English 

developed as it did in the nineteen-twenties because it saw itself as being in competition 

with German philology:  

 
The development of English immediately before and after the First World War was also the 

result of the growing commercial and imperial rivalry between the great powers with the 

emergence of a strong Germany under Prussian influence in the late nineteenth century.  

English studies were designed to meet the challenge of German philology and its claim to 

dominance in language studies [Tiffin et al 1989: 217) 

 

A more useful understanding of the history of English studies is developed by Ian Reid 

(1991).  Central to Reid’s argument is the contention that “the Academic study of English 

was not, in the main, England’s invention.  With the partial exception of the University of 

London, English literature as a separate area of the syllabus became established in 

universities outside England long before it found a place in its homeland (p 16)”.  Reid’s 

discussion emphasises the ad hoc and promiscuous nature of the discipline from its 

inception, thus for example at Melbourne University in the 1880’s philological matters sat 

alongside questions of diction, literary biography, literary history and literary value (see 

pp. 17-18).  The value of Reid’s work lies in the fact that it allows us to understand the 

discipline of English not in the elevated neo-Wagnerian terms of large battles between 

dominant rival powers (lit. crit. vs. philology as equivalent to the British Empire vs. the 

Prussian Empire), but rather in terms of a far more complex, piecemeal, and ad hoc history. 

 

postcolonial literary studies, despite its avowed radicality and apparently democratic 

politics, maintains the traditional high culture versus low or mass cultural distinction, and 

maintains the distinction between canonical high cultural literary texts and postcolonial 

“oppositional” texts in order to canonise the latter.  Despite the maintenance of this 
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distinction, early versions of postcoloniality were constantly engaged in a battle with what 

they took to be traditional English Studies.  This battle has by now apparently been won.  

As a result of this current conjunction, postcolonialism has begun to posit postmodernism 

as a new hegemonic “other” against which it can remarginalize itself.  Adams and Tiffin’s 

(1992) collection Past the Last Post offers an instructive example of the way that for 

“postcolonialism”, the theorising of the relationship between postcolonialism and 

postmodernism is always in terms of the historical or political primacy of the former over 

the latter.  This is true of every essay in the collection bar Frow’s nuanced “What was 

Postmodernism”. 

 

Tiffin’s work demonstrates the issues and dangers that arise when criticism confuses what 

is essentially an ethico-aesthetic project with a political project.  On the one hand she 

demonstrates some of the ways in which a discourse that claims to “facilitate the work” of 

the other in fact brings all sorts of assumptions to bear on the discussion: a (non) 

methodology of appropriation; lip service to history that is never taken up; the work of 

ethical-aesthetic self-fashioning mistaking itself for a wordly politics and so on.  On the 

other hand, postcoloniality has a stake in discussions of “the other”, tied in, in fact, with its 

carving a field out for itself within the English Department.  This is exemplified in the 

following passage: 
 

“Otherness” to poststructuralism and postmodernism ... has become that “innocent 

signifier” enthusiastically embraced by a depleted system. 

   But from the postcolonial perspective, the view is a very different one.  postcolonial 

writers have from the outset been attempting to establish or rehabilitate self against either 

European appropriation or rejection. (Tiffin 1988: 172) 

 

How does postcolonial criticism employ the rhetoric of “otherness”?  In the essay from 

which this quotation is taken Tiffin begins by attacking all things she considers to be 

postmodern and poststructural: the world weary systems that continually seize upon 

whatever particular fashionable “other” comes into their purview so as to generate some 

fleeting enthusiasm for the jaded palate. 
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The confusing phrase “‘Otherness’ to poststructuralism and postmodernism ... has become 

that ‘innocent signifier’ enthusiastically embraced by a depleted system”, is explicable in 

terms of what is in fact a productive misreading on Tiffin’s part.  In the quotation cited, 

Tiffin is glossing an essay written by Renata Wasserman that takes as its subject the 

problems faced by nineteenth century American or “new world” writers.  The appropriate 

parts of the quotation from Wasserman are: 

 
Indians in books ... could be seen as innocent signifiers of an otherness which was simply 

exotic ... They had an amusing strangeness that could be controlled and, if necessary, 

subdued.  Thus one of the strategies of New World authors became to take up this 

otherness, create (or reveal) a system around it, and use it as the sign of a systematic 

opposition to the metropoles and an affirmation of an independent identity. (Quoted in 

Tiffin 1988: 172) 

 

Wasserman’s proposition is that some nineteenth century American writers took up the 

question of the “otherness” of the local inhabitants, and, rather than using the natives as 

exotic “colour” for their story, actually attempted to (re)contextualize them, to build up a 

system around them, in order to do their own work of establishing an identity for 

themselves.  How does Tiffin manage to transform this local, historical point into a general 

one that poststructuralism (etc) is a “depleted system” that “enthusiastically embrace[s] 

‘otherness’”?  Clearly the first move that Tiffin has to make has been to conflate nineteenth 

century American conceptions of the “Old World (Europe) with “poststructuralism” and 

postmodernism”.  Tiffin, in a fairly simple and routine manner, collapses everything 

remotely “Euro” and “Old World” into an ahistorical “centre” against which she can 

always stand in opposition. 

 

The second move Tiffin makes is a simple piece of sleight of hand - Wasserman’s 

argument that some nineteenth century New World novelists used “otherness” in order to 

create a system in order to contextualize the native is, for Tiffin, equivalent to the statement 

that postmodernism and poststructuralism need exotic “otherness” in order to try and “kick 

start” their own weary discourses.  The equivalence between the two arguments depends 

upon nothing more than the fact that they both use the term “otherness” and that they both 

use the term “system”.  Both terms, however, are used in completely different ways in each 
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argument.  Although rhetorically, Tiffin has grounded her argument in what we might term 

Wasserman’s “specific historical vector”, what she draws from that vector is untenable. 

 

On the other hand, it must be recalled that Tiffin’s postcoloniality is already “other”.  It 

doesn’t see any need to theorise itself in its supposed otherness, it is already there.  Tiffin 

speaks for her postcolonial writers.  This creates an interesting problem - for all the care 

taken in problematizing the speaking position rampant in postcolonial studies, the speaking 

position is not problematized carefully enough.  It is usually enough in these instances for 

the radical critic to claim the validity of her representation of the marginalised and 

immediately take the high moral ground. 

 

In this chapter I have described our contemporaneity in terms of the currently fashionable 

notion of globalisation, and gone on to discuss the manner in which postmodernism has 

been (finally) an unsatisfactory aesthetic response to contemporary and ever-changing 

“real-world” conditions.  I argued that postmodernism is primarily a particularly 

enthusiastic “return” of a set of themes derived from German romanticism into critical 

studies and that these in turn have found themselves in discussions of the nature and 

function of Australian literature.   

 

I reject postcolonial literary theory in its dominant romantic modality on the grounds that 

finally it is itself an artefact of those romantic critical technologies that fail to come to 

terms with the nature and function of - in our case - Australian literary texts.  It fails in 

particular with those texts which are explicitly concerned with the ongoing nation-building 

project and which also act as the site of a series of cultural anxieties: concerns about what 

the culture is, how it is to be developed, where it is going, how the useful or indeed 

progressive aspects of it are to be maintained and developed.  Rather, I posit the idea of an 

unremarkable and modest reading practice capable of listening carefully to what a literary 

text is trying to do and, by and large, “getting it right”. 

 

In the next chapter I develop a methodological basis for “unprincipled formalism” by 

closely attending to the mise en abyme, a literary technique studied exhaustively by critics 

such as Moshe Ron, Ross Chambers and before them Lucien Dällenbach.  An important 
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part of the argument here is the attempt to “rescue” the concept from the somewhat 

bowdlerised treatment it received from 1970s deconstructive criticism and subsequently 

1980s “postmodern criticism”, which led in turn to an almost universal ignoring of the 

concept in the 1990s.  
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Chapter One 

IN SEARCH OF THE MISE EN ABYME 

 

In this chapter I address the issue of methodology: the practical problem of forming 

myself as an attentive reader who can “invent a space for the other to come”; who can 

allow the literary text to do its work in the world while I learn something from that work. 

 

I argue that the mise en abyme, properly understood, is the central motor for performing 

the work of “unprincipled formalism”.  This is because the mise en abyme is a reading 

technique that is neither “text-centred” nor “reader-centred”.   

 

As well as arguing for the appropriateness of the mise en abyme as a reading strategy, I 

will be arguing that as a result of the theoretical directions taken in particular by highly 

influential strands of North American literary criticism in the late 1970s and 1980s, the 

mise en abyme has not, in general, been properly understood by the literary critical 

establishment.   

 

A particularly impoverished conception of the term currently circulates.  For example: 

 
If the cult of excess is to be remembered for anything it will surely be the celebrity 

conferred upon its principal theorists.  Jean-Louis Baudrillard’s astronomic rise to fame as a 

media theorist-cum-media star boasts a gravitational force of one of Stephen Hawking’s 

white dwarves.  Baudrillard, a.k.a the Buddha of Cool, capitalised on Roland Barthes’ 

pioneering construction of semiotic free play, transporting the mise en abyme into the 

information age with his ‘ecstasy of communication’. (Tofts 1997: 185) 

 

Here mise en abyme means nothing other than “semiotic free play”, whatever that might 

mean.   My task in this chapter is firstly to trace the critical history of the mise en abyme 

in order to ascertain how it has arrived at this kind of signification, and secondly to 

“rescue” the concept and put to some limited good use. 
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1/.  READING AND THE MISE EN ABYME 

 

Umberto Eco discusses the central problem of literary “reading” in the following manner: 

 
The classical debate aimed at finding in a text either (a) what its author intended to say or 

(b) what the text says independently of the intentions of the author.  Only after accepting 

the second horn of the dilemma can one ask whether what is found is (i) what the text says 

by virtue of its textual coherence and of an original underlying signification system or (ii) 

what the addressees found in it by virtue of their own systems of expectations. (Eco 1990: 

51) 

 

For Eco: 
 

A text is a device conceived in order to produce its Model Reader.  I repeat that this reader 

is not the one who makes the “only right” conjecture.  A text can foresee a Model Reader 

entitled to try infinite conjectures ... More than a parameter to use in order to validate the 

interpretation, the text is an object that builds up in the course of the circular effort of 

validating itself on the basis of what it makes up as its result.  I am not ashamed to admit 

that I am so defining the old and still valid “hermeneutic circle". (Eco 1990: 58-59) 

 

The central issue here is the relationship between a text and its reader. The problem 

unprincipled formalism sets for itself is the problem of the position made in relation to 

Eco’s two proposals for “what is [to be] found” in the act of (literary) reading.  In Eco’s 

choice (i) - the concern with textual coherence and the underlying system of signification 

- I recognise the quarry of what might be described as high structuralism or even 

structuralist narratology.  Choice (ii) is at best a description of “reader-response” or 

reception theories, and at worst a form of textual narcissism.  Unprincipled formalism 

negotiates a path between the "twin horns". 
 

 

Eco provides us with two very useful proposals.  Firstly the notion of the Model Reader.  

The notion of the model reader avoids the central problem created by, for example, the 

reader who endlessly repeats h/er own set of expectations.  It also bypasses the central 

problem of the reader who, while claiming to disappear in the act of facilitating the work 
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of the text, in fact does precisely the work of bringing a system of expectations into the 

text. 

 

In the act of reading our starting point should, as far as possible, be the act of conforming 

to the position of the Model Reader a text offers for us.  This should be understood not in 

terms of inhabiting the position of the ideological dupe who has been unwittingly 

interpellated by the text. The act of conforming to “the model the text offers for reading 

itself” begins life as a reader’s first act of othering herself - partly a defence mechanism 

against the possibility of reading texts in terms of our own system of expectations, and 

partly as a quasi-Bakhtinian technique for providing an additional perspective in order to 

supplement one’s own “monadological” narrative stand-point.   

 

The second point unprincipled formalism takes from Eco, an absolutely crucial one, is 

the notion of biting the bullet in relation to the hermeneutic circle.  Unprincipled 

formalism follows Heidegger’s famous dictum that “any interpretation which is to 

contribute understanding, must already have understood what is to be interpreted." 

(Heidegger 1985: 194)1  

 

The mise en abyme is a technique for developing a reading practice conforming to what 

Eco describes as “the circular effort of building up the text as an object that validates 

itself on the basis of what it makes up as its result”.  Unprincipled formalism utilizes the 

mise en abyme in the attempt at once to respect the otherness of the text, while at the 

same time maintaining the aim of discovering, in the text’s sameness and familiarity, 

something we did not know.   

 

In this chapter I will examine the debates that have occurred following (and not always 

utilizing) Lucien Dällenbach’s formulation of the mise en abyme.  Further, I argue the 

most adequately theorised account and use of the concept of the mise en abyme is to be 

found not in the domain of sophisticated poststructuralist and deconstructive criticism but 

in the more mundane and prosaic tradition of structural narratology.   

                                                 
1   see further Heidegger’s full discussion of interpretation and the hermeneutic circle on pp 188-195 
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To this end, my trajectory is as follows.  First I will produce a workable definition of the 

mise en abyme.  Second, I will examine those (impoverished) usages of the concept that 

emerge from positions highly critical of both “deconstruction” and “structuralism”.  

Third, I want to trace what is a dominant but impoverished use of the concept which is 

shared by both deconstructive work and by sophisticated critiques of deconstruction.  

Fourth, I propose to set up a dialogue between two “strands” of structural narratology, on 

the one hand the work of Ross Chambers, and on the other what for argument’s sake I 

shall call the “Tel Aviv” school of   poststructuralist narratology, specifically the work of 

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Moshe Ron, and Brian McHale2.  Both these strands draw 

explicitly upon Dällenbach’s work.  The result of this discussion will be to provide us 

with a workable notion of mise en abyme that can a facilitate the work of understanding a 

literary text from what is perceived to be the “same” or “shared” cultural milieu as the 

reader. 

 

2/.  MISE EN ABYME DEFINED 

 

The mise en abyme is a mechanism for considering the relationship between the part and 

the whole of a text: the mise en abyme is a part of a text that models, in one way or 

another, the whole text in which it is embedded.  The term is borrowed from heraldry and 

means the representation of a shield within a shield, although in romantic literary theory 

the metaphor of the mirror is also regularly employed. 

 

In The Mirror in the Text (1989), Dällenbach3 describes the mise en abyme in terms of 

three essential figures: 

 

                                                 
2   In his (1987) Postmodernist Fiction McHale does take some elements of Chambers’ work into account 
but, as we shall see below, inherits many problems in regard to the concept from “American 
Deconstruction”. 
3   Dällenbach’s book was first published in France  in 1977 as Le récit spéculaire: essai sur la mise en 
abyme.  To a large extent, the 1989 English translation didn’t appear until the debate in the English 
speaking academy was all but over.  The description of the three figures is to be found on page 35 of the 
1989 volume. 
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(a) Simple duplication is defined as a sequence connected by similarity to the work that 

encloses it.  An obvious example would be a story told within a story, or perhaps a 

figure, say a painting or statue, that has some similarity to the general work.  The point of 

a simple mise en abyme is to offer a directly appropriate model for reading the whole 

work (this could include the possibility of an anti-model - a model that suggests how not 

to read the whole work). 

 

(b) Infinite (repeated) duplication is also defined as a sequence which is connected by 

similarity to the work that encloses it, but which regresses infinitely. The example often 

provided is the cover of the Quaker Oats packet, which has a picture of a boy holding a 

packet of Quaker Oats which has on it a picture of a boy holding a packet of Quaker Oats 

and so on to infinity.  A more literary example is to be found in André Gide’s novel The 

Counterfeiters, where what is presented is the spectacle of an author who hands over to a 

substitute, who is himself then replaced by the character of the novelist who is writing the 

novel that is very likely to be called The Counterfeiters. 

 

(c) Aporetic (specious) duplication.  Dällenbach describes specious duplication as a 

sequence that is supposed to enclose the total work that ostensibly encloses it.  The 

consistent problem with this category is that no theorist has ever provided an adequate 

literary example of it.  An example occurs, however, in Italo Calvino's (1982) novel If on 

a Winter's Night a Traveller: 

 
   I [Silas Flannery the novelist] have had the idea of writing a novel composed only of 

beginnings of novels.   

   The Reader buys a new novel A by the author Z.  But it is a defective copy, he can’t go 

beyond the beginning ... He returns to the bookshop to have the volume exchanged ...  

   I could write it all in the second person: you, Reader ... I could also introduce a young 

lady, the Other Reader, and a counterfeiter-translator, and an old writer who keeps a diary 

like this diary ...  

   But I wouldn’t want the young lady Reader, in escaping the Counterfeiter, to end up in 

the arms of the Reader.  I will see to it that the Reader sets out on the trail of the 

Counterfeiter, hiding in some very distant country, so the Writer can remain alone with the 

young lady, the Other reader. 
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 To be sure, without a female character, the reader’s journey would lose liveliness: he must 

encounter some other woman on his way.  Perhaps the Other Reader could have a sister ... 

(p 156). 

 

Despite some work of anti-modelling here (Calvino’s Reader ends up “getting” the girl), 

this stands as a classic example of aporetic duplication. 

 

Dällenbach goes on to provide the following definition of the mise en abyme, a 

necessarily plural definition which takes account of the triple aspect of the figure: 

 
a ‘mise en abyme’ is any internal mirror that reflects the whole of the narrative by simple, 

repeated or ‘specious’ (or paradoxical) duplication. (Dällenbach 1989: 36) 

 

 

3/.  “ANTI”- DECONSTRUCTION AND STRUCTURALISM 

 

In order to trace the strange history of the concept, I will begin with two critics who acted 

as ‘onlookers’ to and commentators upon the mise en abyme debate in the 1980s.  Firstly, 

in The Function of Criticism (1985), Terry Eagleton argued that both American 

“Deconstruction” and F.R. Leavis’s “Great Tradition” inherited a particularly Anglo-

American form of bourgeois empiricist humanism.  In the same way that the texts which 

make up Leavis’s canon of great literary works “combine the liberal subject’s rich, 

giddying sense of its own transgressive powers with a paralytic awareness of its 

inexorable subjection to oppressive systems”, “Deconstruction” itself, Eagleton 

explained, has a 

 
dual sensibility, at once stoically conform[ing] to the ineluctability of metaphysics and 

enraptured by a jouissance or mise en abyme which promises to shatter that whole 

enclosure, [and which] has doubtless a particular historical source: it mixes the left 

pessimism of the post-1968 period with a discourse which continues, as it were, to keep the 

revolution warm. (Eagleton 1985: 99-100) 
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It is clear that here mise en abyme means something like an “aporia”, an aporia that 

promises to, but can’t, shatter the prison-house of metaphysics by means of the various 

techniques that it has at its disposal: “jouissance or mise en abyme”.  Unfortunately, by 

the time the concept had reached a critic like Eagleton, it had been divested of all useful 

analytic purchase and had become simply a synonym for ill-defined signifiers such as 

“jouissance” and “aporia”. 

 

 

Postmodern literary theorist Michel Pierssens used the term in a manner that is highly 

problematic yet leaves us with a lot more to work with.  In a discussion entitled “What 

Does Fiction Know?” Pierssens made a general critique of structuralism: 

 
The only people left who still seem to believe in the essential continuity of fiction are 

semioticians, the former practitioners of “structural analysis of narrative”.  Their approach 

presupposed the very existence of a “thread”: it could not work if the development of a 

narrative was not in some way globally predictable.  It thus assumed that you could take a 

stance outside the narrative, that you could size it up at least theoretically as a whole, by 

positing yourself outside fiction as a strictly detached observer of its structure.  Only from a 

preserved position of intellectual exteriority could you know in one sweeping glance what 

constitutes the internal law governing the whole process.  What the structural analysis of 

narrative thus means is that narration is a totally deterministic event that leads from a 

standardised beginning to a stereo-typed end through strictly incidental embellishments. 

(Pierssens 1988: 4-5) 

 

This is a standard enough critique of the Proppian tradition of structuralist narratology4.  

Pierssens goes so far as to take this work to represent structuralism as a whole.  His 

general argument is that structuralist narratology is an inadequate model for dealing with 

the modern novel, and that a far more adequate model is the New Physics. 

 

Heisenberg’s indeterminacy principle provides Pierssens the epistemological grounds to 

argue that: 

 

                                                 
4   For a detailed explication and examination of this tradition see Eco (1976). 
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The first thing that fiction knows for a fact is that, just like anything else, its beginning is 

everywhere and nowhere.  It does not have a true “starting point”; it emerges at an 

undetermined moment from within a multi dimensional space-time. 

 

Such insider’s knowledge accounts, no doubt, for all the foggy beginnings of modern 

fictions, all the false-starts and all the tricky “mises en abyme” making things so 

deliberately confusing. (7) 

 

There are a number of points to be contested here. 

 

First, it has been clear, at least since Roland Barthes’ S/Z (1974) signalled that the high 

structuralist phase of narrative analysis of the late 1960’s was well and truly over, that 

the notion of a deep narrative structure is an impossible, yet sometimes useful, heuristic 

fiction.  No one has been arguing for a universal law of narrative for a very long time - 

one would be very hard pressed to find any of those “semioticians” who were, in 1988, 

analysing narrative rhetorics and grammars arguing for a universal law of narrative.  The 

“fact” that certain recent self-conscious fictional texts begin “everywhere and nowhere” 

is simply not an adequate reason for completely throwing out the narratological project. 

 

After having used structuralism as a straw target, Pierssens draws the following 

conclusion from his argument: 

 
Modern fiction, besides telling us stories or a maze of stories or no story at all in some 

cases, also offers a reflection on the laws that govern its own production.  But what I have 

tried to substantiate is a contention that goes even beyond that: the laws of fiction are not 

sui generis, but the very same laws as apply to any dynamic system as defined by 

contemporary theories of irreversible processes.  The knowledge of that fact can be found 

in fiction itself, couched in its own particular language. (15 emphasis added) 

 

Pierssens - rightly I believe - grants that fiction offers a reflection on the laws that govern 

its own production.  His general argument however is subject to precisely the same 

criticism he makes of his credulous semioticians: the assumption that you can take up a 

stance outside the narrative, that you can size it up at least theoretically as a whole by 

positioning yourself outside fiction as an observer of its structure.  This gesture, 
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interestingly, is repeated when Pierssens grounds the “truth” of narrative structure outside 

narrative in the laws of “irreversible process”.   

 

There is really no need for narrative analysis to make such a leap across to another frame 

of reference in order to do its work5.  In the first instance modernist experimentation with 

narrative might have more to do with practices of literary story-telling and reading (in 

other words genre or in Pierssens’ terms “qualitatively diverse behaviours”) than with 

some fundamental law of the universe, be it “irreversible processes” or anything else. 

 

Pierssens’ discussion does however highlight the question of what the narratological 

project might in fact be once its Proppian foundations have been eroded. 

 

Pierssens again: “[s]uch insider’s knowledge accounts, no doubt, for all the foggy 

beginnings of modern fictions, all the false starts and all the tricky ‘mises en abyme’ 

making things so deliberately confusing”.  What may at first sight appear to be a trivial 

point is in fact the crucial problem.  If a reader is going to abandon any notion of a 

narrative “structure” or “thread” of some sort, of what Chambers at various points in 

Story and Situation calls “the text as a whole”, “the story as a whole”, “the whole 

narration” or “the text itself6, then she has in fact relinquished the possibility of talking 

about mises en abyme (I discuss below the different ways in which Chambers posits 

“wholes” of texts).  The mise en abyme can only have any theoretical force if you are 

prepared to talk about part/whole relations.  The point is that in reading, the structure or 

whole of the text does not pre-exist the part.  Rather, the ‘whole’ is posited by a reader 

taking up the text in terms of its various mises en abyme and comparing them.  The 

whole is constructed/determined in the act of reading.  Of course any whole that a reader 

might posit is necessarily incomplete, but this is neither a paradox nor is it a major 

problem - it simply describes the practical work we continually perform as readers. 

 

                                                 
5   Which, unwittingly perhaps, remains the weakest aspect of what we might generally call the structuralist 
project - taking the “natural sciences” as a model for the “human sciences”.  This inappropriateness is a 
theme Hans-George Gadamer (1985) returns to continually: see for example pp 251-52. 
6   Chambers (1984) see pp 65, 87, 89, 127. 
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The very limited conclusion to be drawn from this discussion of Eagleton and Pierssens, 

is that mise en abyme is a term that has no theoretical force when taken outside the 

service of a narrative poetics prepared to acknowledge a debt to structuralist researches. 

 

 

4/.  DECONSTRUCTION 

 

Eagleton and Pierssens both pick up on a discussion of the mise en abyme that emerged 

from the United States in the 1970s and 80s.  I will begin my analysis of this US 

discussion by briefly examining David Carroll’s book The Subject in Question, in 

particular the chapter with the promising title "Speculations of Fiction: The Theory of the 

Mise en Abyme". (Carroll 1982: 169-75) This chapter begins with two quotations, each of 

which offers what for Carroll are the poles of the debate.  The first is Carroll’s translation 

of Dällenbach’s definition with which we are already familiar from the beginning of this 

chapter: 

 
Mise en abyme is every internal mirror reflecting the totality of the narrative [recit] 

through simple, repeted [sic], or specious reduplication. 

 

       Lucien Dällenbach 

       Le Recit Spéculaire 

 

First, there is a key difference between Carroll’s translation of Dällenbach’s definition 

("est mise en abyme tout miroir interne réfléchissant l’ensemble du récit par réduplication 

simple, répétée ou spécieuse") and Jeremy Whiteley’s translation cited earlier: “A mise 

en abyme is any internal mirror that reflects the whole of the narrative ... ”.   It is 

fruitless to argue that Carroll has mistranslated Dällenbach, for as we shall see his choice 

of words serves him perfectly well.  In particular the silent dropping of the est reinforced 

by the choice of “every” rather than “any” means the general sense of the passage is that 

mise en abyme becomes an activity of the text, the text’s ceaseless activity of infinitely 

reflecting back upon nothing other than itself.  This definition is at odds with our 

definition whereby “a” mise en abyme is a substantive technique of enquiry.  
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Consider here the difference between a totality and a whole. The difference between the 

terms is inherent to them; rather, by differentiating between them, I want to point to the 

different kinds of work each performs.  A totality is by definition the sum of the parts, 

whereas a whole is, as mentioned earlier, that which is projected on the evidence 

provided by the part.  It is this work of projection, I am arguing, that is central to a 

workable theory of the mise en abyme; a mise en abyme that projects a whole implies a 

theory of text as a practice, whereas a mise en abyme that is a part of a totality implies a 

theory of text as an object. 

 

Unfortunately Carroll’s chapter does not take up this aspect of “the theory of the mise en 

abyme”; despite using the quotation he does not discuss Dällenbach’s work at all.  

Carroll’s work is really an attack on the work of Jean Ricardou.  The main problem is 

that "Ricardou’s ultra-mechanistic theory of fiction has begun (at least in part) to 

determine the form, the techniques, and the ‘strategies of production’ of a significant 

number of contemporary novelists". (Carroll 1982: 170)  For Ricardou, "fiction does not 

remain a form of ‘contestation’ ... because it is fundamentally only itself, it has nothing 

really to contest" (173). Given this is his quarry, it is easy to see why Carroll chooses to 

read Dällenbach in terms of the notion of “totality” rather than “wholes”. 

 

This raises the following problem.  Carroll cites Dällenbach, and therefore raises the 

possibility of discussing the value or otherwise of the mise en abyme in its modest 

aspect: that of being a technical device whose major function is to guide the reader to an 

appropriate interpretation of the “whole” of the narrative.  It is difficult to understand 

why Carroll - given the importance of “close reading” to his project - completely ignores 

the technical aspect of the quotation from Dällenbach: “simple, repeated or specious 

reduplication”.  Rather, Carroll proceeds to attack Ricardou’s earlier formulation that 

mise en abyme is an entire theory of the novel, where a text is understood in terms of its 

being "at the same time a mirror of a mirror and a mirror itself". (173) 
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We can go some way towards understanding why Carroll made this decision by 

examining his earlier discussion of Foucault’s “archaeological” work in "The Subject of 

Archaeology or the Sovereignty of the Episteme".  Much of the early part of this essay is 

a discussion of Foucault’s well known analysis of Velásquez’s painting Las Meninas in 

the first chapter of The Order of Things.  On several occasions Carroll discusses what are 

clearly examples of mises en abyme in Dällenbach’s technical sense: 

 
“Les Suivantes” is in fact a miniature of the whole work, or at least of an essential part of it.  

It not only stages the absence of “man” resulting from the dominance of Representation in 

the “classical period” but also indicates the opening or absence in the classical épistémè 

which “man” will fill (the place where “man” will be born in the nineteenth century), thus 

reversing the epistemological priorities and negating or replacing Representation (Carroll 

1978: 699). 

 

and 

 
The first phase of Foucault’s analysis of Las Meninas concerns the position which the 

painting itself fixes for the spectator and his/her relationship to the figure of the painter 

represented in the painting, to the painting represented in the painting, and to painting 

(representation) as a whole. (700-701) 

 

In both these cases what is at stake is the relationship between “part” and “whole”, 

whether “a miniature” and “the whole work” in the first example or “the painting 

represented in the painting” and “the painting itself” in the second.  Both examples 

qualify neatly as examples of Dällenbach’s “simple” duplication, where the whole of the 

text is reproduced once in the form of an embedded part,7 or, more appropriately, the 

embedded part posits a whole. 

 

These passages contrast markedly with those passages in Carroll’s discussion that 

actually employ the term mise en abyme: 

 

                                                 
7 These definitions are taken from Carrard (1984) p 842.  Carrard employs the more appropriate term 
“paradoxical” for Dällenbach’s "specious" duplication. 
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the jeu is potentially infinite, a “mise en abîme” of subjectivity with no stable foundation 

either in absence or presence.  But it should be emphasised again that the jeu is limited to 

the replacement of one subject with another, of absence with presence and presence with 

absence, and this is a very restrained jeu with very definite rules - a completely closed 

space encloses or frames an infinite jeu of replacement (702). 

 

and 

 

The birth of “man” - the institution of his “real presence”, “his” becoming a “complete 

figure” whose look is rooted in “flesh” - does not mean simply that “man” can now be 

represented “directly” without the infinite “jeu de miroirs” of the classical period, without 

the “mise en abîme” of representation.  For one can find an abundance of “direct 

representations” of “men in flesh and blood” in the classical period (assuming the 

expression makes sense), just as the problem of the “mise en abîme” characteristic of 

representation, with its always-already there status, will continue after the end of the 

classical period. (709) 

 

In the Dällenbachian terms Carroll cites above, Carroll’s “mise en abîme is closest to 

“infinite” or “repeated” duplication8 - mise en abyme as an infinite play of replacement 

(which, nonetheless, has “very defined rules”).  However, Carroll wants to expand the 

term to be able to account for “the infinite ‘jeu de miroirs’” that is analogous with the 

“‘mise en abîme’ of representation9. What I am interested in here is not the question of 

whether Carroll has the right to radicalise the concept of mise en abyme in order to 

encompass the entire problematic of representation.  Rather I wish to point out that in the 

very act of expanding the role accorded to the mise en abyme Carroll employs a 

particularly impoverished conception of the term.  Only “infinite’ or “repeated” mise en 

abyme, one of Dällenbach’s three kinds, is made to speak for all of them. 

 

We are now in a position to understand why Carroll ignored Dällenbach’s formulation.  

Carroll already has a conception of mise en abyme that will not allow him to engage with 

                                                 
8 Carrard (1984) p 842 employs the term “infinite” for Dällenbach’s “repeated” duplication. 
9 And, from the example taken from Foucault above, it should be clear that mise en abyme is not a device 
that occurs exclusively in “literary” texts (in Raymond Williams’ [1977] sense of the literary as “use and 
condition rather than of production” [47]), but rather, a device where all manner of texts display their 
“literariness”. 
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Dällenbach in anything like a meaningful way.  More importantly though, what this 

raises is the issue of the stake involved in taking Dällenbach’s “repeated” or “infinite” 

reduplication as a mise en abyme for the term mise en abyme in general.  To examine this 

issue is to examine the effects of bringing the concept back from the study of the history 

of representation in general to the study of North American literary criticism and theory 

in the late 1970s in particular. 

 

For a certain extremely influential strand of 1970’s North American literary theory, 

discussion of Dällenbach’s mise en abyme centred on Dällenbach’s “repeated” (taken up 

in its “infinite” sense) duplication.  Here I will come back to the second quotation Carroll 

provides in order to map the poles of the mise en abyme: 

 
The so-called non principle of mise en abyme functions in deconstructionist 

commentary as a universal shield which protects texts from difference rather than 

opening them up to it. 

 

Frank Lentricchia, 

‘History or the Abyss: Poststructuralism’ 

in After the New Criticism 

 

Carroll places this quotation beside the Dällenbach one clearly in order to set up the 

dialectic that the argument of “Speculations of Fiction” itself performs.  Technically the 

two quotations taken together have the function of a simple mise en abyme. Carroll’s 

argument runs as follows: on the one hand there is the ‘deconstructionist’ view, which 

Dällenbach here (surprisingly) represents.  Deconstructionists, Carroll argues, view the 

text simply as a mirror of itself.  As a result of this specularity the text is thus closed off 

from any kind of social or political engagement.  On the other hand there is the "social" 

or “political” view (represented by critics such as Lentricchia), where literary texts are 

understood as intervening upon and acting in the world.  I wish simply to point out that 

the mise en abyme must be understood precisely as one of the primary techniques by 

which literary texts are able to make interventions upon “the world”. 
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Now it is a strange fact that discussions of “infinite” mise en abyme have tended to 

employ visual rather than “narrative” examples.  For example the Quaker Oats packet, 

Morton’s salt box, the “jeu de miroirs” etc.  There is a major problem here in that the 

fundamentally temporal nature of narrative fiction must preclude the possibility of such 

infinite reflection.  The only possible candidate for a narrative example of infinite 

reflection would be a description of a visual infinite reflection.  We may note further that 

in the visual examples cited above, the first two visual texts in question - Quaker Oats 

and Moreton’s Salt - are packages for consumer commodities, while the third - the “jeu 

de miroirs’ - is, in fact, “very restrained” and operates according to very strictly defined 

rules.  “Infinite reflection” here has the very precise function not at all of affording us a 

glimpse of this or that aspect of infinity, but rather of offering a redundant repetition of a 

very basic message.  It is in this sense that the idea of “repeated” duplication is a more 

useful term than “infinite” duplication - even where the repetition may well be logically 

infinite, the function of the repetition, the work that it performs, is always highly 

constrained. 

 

If the mise en abyme is defined in the impoverished manner outlined above, where the 

strictly visual model of representation implied by the notion of infinite reflection is 

deployed (which takes up only one third of the equation is as it were), then the theorist is 

by definition locked into a concept of “text” as an object that simply reflects back upon 

itself in a hermetically sealed manner.  We can amplify this point by paying close 

attention to the Lentricchia passage from which Carroll quotes.  At the particular point in 

the argument from which Carroll takes the quotation, Lentricchia is negotiating what for 

him is an uncomfortable alliance with J. Hillis Miller: 

 
Against [the] recognisably traditionalist thought [the notion that each literary “period” has a 

commanding Weltansschauung which determines the texts of a period, differentiates these 

texts from texts of another period, and, most importantly, encloses a period as a separable 

entity for analysis], for which periodization is both heuristically and ontologically valid, 

Miller brings this: “Each period is itself equivocal.  Periods differ from one another because 

there are different forms of heterogeneity, not because each period held a single coherent 

‘view of the world’”. 
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The sense of history suggested by the phrase “different forms of heterogeneity” might point 

us in the direction of the powerful antidote to Platonic historicism that we find in the 

writing of Michel Foucault.  But it is an alternative left unexplored by the American 

Derrideans, probably because the so-called non principle of mise en abyme functions in 

deconstructionist commentary as a universal shield which protects texts from difference 

rather than opening them up to it. (Lentricchia 1980: 133-34) 

 

Lentricchia proceeds to argue that despite starting from a potentially heterogeneous and 

radical conception of history, the American Derrideans in practice only succeed in 

demonstrating the formalist claim concerning the "history-transcending qualities of the 

text". (185) 

 

The problem with Lentricchia’s discussion of “Poststructuralism” can be seen in the title 

of the chapter: “History” or the “Abyss”.  Lentricchia argues that the "figure dominating 

the writings of the Yale Derrideans [is] the figure of discourse as mise en abyme;" (172) 

that "the lesson of all ... grammatological maneuvers is that writing is neither provisional 

nor secondary but a movement in itself “abyssed” as deeps below deeps are revealed 

under the force of Derridean deconstruction". (173) Lentricchia argues further that "the 

Yale critics have taken difference as a radically subversive authority which autocratically 

commands, as abyme, the whole field of writing, and while doing so establishes writing 

as a monolith itself that forever escapes determination". (173) The opposition then is 

between Lentricchia’s “Foucauldian” historical conception and the monolithic Derridean 

conception of “discourse” that does nothing but infinitely reflect itself, with no real 

possibility of talking about “history” in any meaningful way.   

 

Lentricchia’s opposition clearly works wonderfully well in the rhetorical work of 

displacing the “Derridean” problematic and privileging the “Foucauldian” one - the 

subsequent relative ascendancy of a “New Historicism” that took its cue from certain 

very specific aspects of Foucault’s work is one demonstration of this success.  However, 

this has been achieved at the expense of impoverishing both the “Derridean” problematic 

as well as the figure of the mise en abyme. 
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The main weakness in Lentricchia’s account as a theory of mise en abyme becomes 

apparent from his discussion of quotations from three of the four famous Yale 

deconstructionists.  The quotations are from Paul de Man (on Rousseau): 

 
The resulting meanings [of Rousseau’s texts] can be said to be ethical, religious, or 

eudaemonic, but each of these thematic categories is torn apart by the aporia that 

constitutes it, thus making the categories effective to the precise extent that they 

eliminate the value system in which their classification is grounded. 

 

Miller (On Wallace Stevens): 

 
The multiple meanings of the word “cure”, like the meaning of all key words and 

figures in “The Rock”, are incompatible, irreconcilable ... [My ellipses DB] ... To 

choose one is to be led to the others, and so to be led by the words of the poem into a 

blind alley of thought. 

 

and Geoffrey Hartman on Derrida’s Glas: 

 
Derrida’s systematic play, his serio ludere, is the real issue.  To call it “freeplay” seems 

understated ... For a machine with this much play in it is either a surrealist, erotic, 

morphological fantasy ... or a language game with so many trick possibilities that to say 

there are seven types of ambiguity is suddenly of the same order of truth as that there are 

four humours or seven cardinal sins.  The point is not that they are without number ... but 

that the reentry into consciousness of contradiction or equivocation through such “free-

play” appears to be unbounded ... the fullness of equivocation in literary structures should 

now be thought about to the point where Joyce’s wordplay seems normal and Empsom’s 

Seven Types archaic.  A 1001 nights of literary analysis lie before [us] ... (all quotations 

from Lentricchia [1980] 179-80) 

 

Lentricchia offers each of these quotations as a formulation of mise en abyme, and the 

“single theme” of all of them is deemed to be that “Derrida’s denial of absolute authority, 

of ontological agency as governance and closure of free-play, is equal to the denial of all 

agencies and structures of authority and constraint (or “confinement,” in the Foucauldian 

idiom).” (180)  I am sympathetic to Lentricchia’s argument that deconstructive readings 
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"allegorise texts from the perspective of the aporia over and over in very predictable 

ways" (182) but he does leave us with a problem which can be gleaned from a discussion 

of each of the three passages that Lentricchia quotes.  Despite the fact that Lentricchia 

claims to be a champion of difference, he doesn’t pay enough attention to the way the 

deconstructive arguments differ from one other. 

 

Firstly Hartman.  Lentricchia’s elisions actually do the work of making Hartman’s 

argument appear to be more absurd than it actually is.  For example, consider the 

following apparently contradictory statement: “the point is not that they [the meanings of 

Glas ] are without number ... but that the reentry into consciousness of contradiction or 

equivocation through such ‘freeplay’ appears to be boundless”.  Although we can not 

quite rescue this argument, it is in fact qualified by the passage elided by Lentricchia.  

The full passage in Hartman reads: 
 

The point is not that they are without number - there may be less than seven types of 

ambiguity, and Derrida relies heavily on one device of coupure, that of tmesis or variable 

juncture - but that the reentry into consciousness of contradiction or equivocation through 

such “free-play” appears to be unbounded. [elided passage emphasised] 

 

What is disingenuous in Lentricchia’s account here is that he is only able to make his 

claim concerning deconstruction’s “denial of all agencies and structures of authority” by 

leaving out the bits of the argument where these “agencies”, in this case rhetorical 

“devices”, are discussed.  Lentricchia also elides the passage where Hartman most 

openly discusses the political implications of his take on Derrida:  

 
The concept of infinity in mathematics ... the discoveries, similarly, of linguistics and 

semiotics, which have the same infinitizing taint about them - these have fascinated rather 

than repelled, and led to an openness of thought and inquiry even protected by a society 

which knows that ideological inferences from such openness could subvert it".  (See 

Hartman [1981] pp 22-23 for the full text) 

 

Doubtless this is one of the most surreal aspects of Hartman’s discussion, the constant 

rediscovery of Romantic transgression through the concept of infinity, and the faith that 
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the very specialised practice of the literary critical gaze upon infinity can lead to the 

subversion of society in general.  For some reason Lentricchia, though speaking in the 

name of Foucault, does not take up this problem. Rather he runs with the accusation that 

Hartman “denies all agencies and structures of authority and constraint”, despite the fact 

that for Hartman, “society” clearly functions as a major form of constraint.  When we 

add the elided material back into Hartman’s discussion it becomes clear that Lentricchia 

has simply taken the wrong tack on his material - it may even be possible that 

Lentricchia’s political programme is not really all that far removed from Hartman’s.  

There is a further problem - mise en abyme has nothing whatsoever to do with Hartman’s 

discussion - the term is never employed, nor is there a discussion of what might be taken 

for its concept. 

 

In de Man’s case, things are also somewhat different from Lentricchia’s wishes.  In the 

texts published prior to the 1980s (including the one discussed by Lentricchia cited 

above), de Man never in fact mentions the mise en abyme.  Later, however, he has some 

useful discussion of it.  In his late essay “The Task of the Translator”, de Man argues the 

following: 

 
You should understand the word “abyss” in the non-pathetic, technical sense in which we 

speak of a mise en abyme structure, the kind of structure by means of which it is clear that 

the text itself becomes an example of what it exemplifies.  The text about translation is 

itself a translation, and the untranslatability which it mentions about itself inhabits its own 

texture and will inhabit who in his turn will try to translate it, as I am now trying, and 

failing, to do.  The text is untranslatable: it was untranslatable for the translators who tried 

to do it, it is untranslatable for the commentators who talk about it, it is an example of what 

it states, it is a mise en abyme in the technical sense, a story within a story of what is its 

own statement. (de Man 1986: 87) 

 

De Man’s notion of radical untranslatability may have a very limited use value, but his 

notion of the “text itself becoming an example of what it exemplifies” and “a story within 

a story of what is its own statement” is very close to what Dällenbach calls a mise en 

abyme of the enunciation, which involves “the ‘making present’ in the diegesis of the 

producer or receiver of the narrative; the revelation of the production or reception per se; 



 70

or the explication of the context that determines (or has determined) this 

production/reception.” (Dällenbach 1989: 75)  For de Man, then, the mise en abyme is 

clearly not, as Lentricchia argues, a figure of discourse in general, but simply “a kind of 

structure” by which a text may proclaim the particular kind of work it is performing. 

 

In J. Hillis Miller’s work there is in fact significant confusion regarding the mise en 

abyme.  In his discussion of Wallace Stevens’s poem “The Rock”, Miller writes that: 

 
Mise en abyme is a term in heraldry meaning a shield that has in its center a smaller image 

of the same shield and so, by implication, ad infinitum, ever smaller and smaller shields 

receding toward a central point.  The nearest equivalent in the English language of heraldry 

is the admirably suggestive term, “escutcheon of pretense”.  The arms to which a knight 

pretends to have a claim are mise en abyme on his own shield.  As in the case of the bar 

sinister, the implication is of some possibility of illegitimacy, some break in the genetic line 

of filiation. (Miller 1985: 398-399) 

 

There are two conflicting models of the mise en abyme here: on the one hand the infinite 

(or more precisely the repeated), the same shield within the shield etc.; and on the other 

the different shield to which the knight lays claim to filiation (including the possibility of 

illegitimate pretence).  Despite the fact that, like Carroll, Miller cites Dällenbach (later 

on p 399) and despite the protest that you can’t “name” the mise en abyme: “to name it or 

to give examples of it is not to create a concept, a general structure that all the examples 

exemplify, since it is a question, in this case, of what has no concept, no literal name, 

(399) Miller goes on to neglect what for us is the more fertile second definition (“the 

escutcheon of pretense”) and privilege the first, “infinite” version: 

 
Here, from Michel Leiris’s autobiography, L äge d’homme (1939), is a splendid “example’ 

of a mise en abyme:  

 

I owe my first contact with the notion of infinity to a box of cocoa of Dutch manufacture, 

raw material for my breakfasts.  One side of this box was decorated with an image 

representing a peasant girl with a lace headdress who held in her left hand an identical box 

decorated with the same image and, pink and fresh, offered it with a smile.  I remained 

seized with a sort of vertigo in imagining that infinite series of an identical image 
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reproducing a limitless number of times the same young Dutch girl, who, theoretically 

getting smaller and smaller without ever disappearing, looked at me with a mocking air and 

showed me her own effigy painted on a cocoa box identical to the one on which she herself 

was painted. (399)  

 

 

From this point on in Miller’s discussion, with his emphasis on what is essentially a 

pseudo-theological notion which shows undeniable similarities to Hartmann - the 

glimpse of infinity - any notion of the mise en abyme as a textual redundancy which 

could serve to frame or anchor meaning (implicit in the notion of the “escutcheon of 

pretence”) gets forgotten: 

 
The paradox of the mise en abyme is the following: Without the production of some 

schema, some “icon”, there can be no glimpse of the abyss, no vertigo of the underlying 

nothingness.  Any such scheme, however, both opens the chasm, creates it or reveals it, and 

at the same time fills it up, covers it over by naming it, gives the groundless a ground, the 

bottomless a bottom.  Any such figure almost instantaneously becomes a trivial mechanism, 

an artifice.  It becomes something merely made, confected, therefore all-too-human and 

rational. (399-400) 

 

Clearly the “iconic sign” - for Miller wearing his Dionysian hat - is a “trivial 

mechanism”.  The only value that it could conceivably have is that it occasionally affords 

us a glimpse into the “beyond” of “infinity”.  Miller’s ceaseless positing of “trivial 

mechanisms” that cover “the abyss” (yet provide us with opportunities to view it) is 

clearly the point at which Lentricchia’s general charge against deconstruction is at its 

strongest.  There is however something paradoxical here: the mise en abyme in both 

Dällenbach’s formulation as well as Miller’s “escutcheon of pretence” is precisely a 

structure of authority and constraint. 

 

 

In general then, the central problem of Lentricchia’s critique of the mise en abyme as 

employed by “the deconstructionists” is that it (wrongly) takes one critic (Miller) as a 
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paradigm for all of the others, and this critic (equally wrongly) enthusiastically takes one 

aspect (the infinite) of the mise en abyme as representing the whole figure. 

 

For argument’s sake I will take Derrida as a metonym for “deconstruction as a whole”.  

Derrida’s most complete discussion of the mise en abyme appears in The Truth in 

Painting. (Derrida 198710)   

 
the abyss is never sufficient  ...  it must remain  -  undecided  -  between the bottom-less and 

the bottom of the bottom.  The operation of the mise en abyme always occupies itself 

(activity, busy positing, mastery of the subject), with somewhere filling up, full of abyss, 

filling up the abyss. (Derrida 1987b: 34) 

 

and  

 

 
the mise en abyme resists the abyss of collapse, reconstitutes the economy of mimesis.  This 

latter is the same (economimesis), the law of the same and of the proper which always 

reforms itself. (118) 

 

 

The work performed by the mise en abyme, insofar as Derrida is concerned, is the exact 

opposite of what Lentricchia claims it does for deconstruction.  For Derrida, the mise en 

abyme acts precisely as a “closure of free-play” as well as an “agency and structure of 

authority and constraint” (it “reconstitutes the economy of mimesis”).  Further, contrary 

to Carroll’s account (though allowing that the criticism does stand in Miller’s case), the 

mise en abyme does not function as a weapon of deconstructionist commentary to protect 

texts from difference.  Rather, by “reconstituting the economy of mimesis” in order to 

resist the abyss of collapse, it is a means whereby a text will itself already attempt to 

protect itself from difference or collapse.  It is my contention that this (always failing) 

attempt at “closure of free-play” and “resistance to collapse” is by no means necessarily 

a bad thing. 

                                                 
10 In The Mirror and the Text, Dällenbach  examines the varying meanings Derrida gives to the term - see p 
170. 
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In both the “Deconstructive” as well as the “Foucauldian” accounts then it is the act of 

privileging the metaphor of the mirror that has led to the idea of the mise en abyme being 

understood as a shield against difference.  My interest, rather, is in finding out whether, 

by privileging the metaphor of the shield, the mise en abyme might be able to hold up a 

mirror to difference.  In order to do this it appears that I must not be so dogmatically 

convinced that difference necessarily equals collapse or the abyss.  I will also have to 

move from the sacred grounds of specular ontology to the infinitely less spectacular and 

infinitely more prosaic grounds of narratology. 

 

 

5/.  NARRATOLOGY 

 

I want now to consider the mise en abyme in relation to “narratology” or narrative 

poetics. Moshe Ron’s discussion of "Nine Problems in the Theory of Mise en Abyme" 

(Ron 1987) remains the most recent and thorough analysis of the various attempts to 

define the term mise en abyme (a project, you will recall, that Miller believes to be 

impossible).  I want to analyze Ron’s discussion in order to consider its value for the 

unprincipled formalist project. 

 

Ron places himself squarely inside the mainstream of “Genettean narrative theory”, and 

is concerned primarily with the problem of mise en abyme in relation to the kind of 

narrative fiction which can loosely be described as mimetic.  It is striking how close this 

concern is to Ross Chambers' (1984) interests, yet Ron doesn’t take account of Chambers 

work.  The primary problem that Ron finds in the theory of mise en abyme is an 

embarrassment with the fact that the term is notoriously slippery - a fear that “one man’s 

mise en abyme may be another man’s mush”.  It is my contention that Ron’s difficulty is  

a function of his regarding the mise en abyme in terms of a purely descriptive poetics.  

Miller is in a very general sense correct to argue that literary workers will never be able 

to pin the concept down precisely and completely.  However, literary workers can still do 
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things with it.  If we stress the notion of practice rather than object, then a certain 

slackness in the definition of the term is not a problem in the work of analysis. 

 

Ron very carefully traces through Dällenbach’s use of Andre Gide’s 1893 journal entry 

on mise en abyme.  The relevant quote from Gide is: 

 
In a work of art I rather like to find transposed, on the scale of the characters, the very 

subject of that work.  Nothing throws a clearer light upon it or more surely establishes 

the proportions of the whole ... [I]n literature, [an example is] the play scene in Hamlet. 

 

Gide concludes his entry by making: 

 
a comparison with the device of heraldry that consists in setting in the escutcheon [shield] a 

smaller one “en abyme”, at the heart-point. (Ron 1987: 437) 

 

Dällenbach’s argument is that Gide was primarily interested in the power of the narrating 

subject, a power that seems to increase when that subject doubles itself by either 

repetition or textual redundancy.  Gide focussed on the image of the escutcheon which 

bears, at its centre, a miniaturised replica of itself.  Ron makes the important point that: 

 
Here it is important to note that the miniaturisation concerns only the contours or frame of 

the respective escutcheons, and not the symbolic charges they bear.  The possibility of the 

kinds of infinite regress we used to see on Quaker Oats packages does not occur in 

heraldry. (418) 

 

The key move here is the distinction between “contours or frames” on the one hand and 

“symbolic charges” on the other.  This is not to be understood in terms of an opposition 

between form and content, rather that the mise en abyme or “part” that represents “the 

whole” is also clearly distinguished from that whole.  Here Miller’s notion of the 

“escutcheon of pretence” comes in very handy - pretence understood in the sense of 

claim upon as opposed to falsity.  Importantly for us though, Ron argues against Miller’s 

notion of the possibility of the mise en abyme as infinite regress. 
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Ron’s argument against infinite regress can be compared with Brian McHale’s 

discussion of the mise en abyme in his monograph Postmodernist Fiction, which uses as 

an example: 

 
the picture which used to appear on Quaker oats packages, showing a Quaker holding a 

Quaker Oats package on which there is a picture of a Quaker holding a Quaker Oats 

package, and so on - infinite regress. (McHale 1987: 124) 

 

We are here at the site of the central problem around the mise en abyme.11 McHale 

argues: 

 
it should be clear why postmodernist writing has exploited and developed it so extensively: 

mise en abyme is another form of short circuit, another disruption of the logic of narrative 

hierarchy, every bit as disquieting as a character stepping across the ontological threshold 

to a different narrative level.  The effect of mise en abyme ... is to rob events of their 

solidity, and the effect of this is to foreground ontological structure. (125) 

 

McHale understands Mise en abyme as a kind of radically disruptive structure that serves 

to foreground the very fictionality of the text. Ron has a far more conservative view, 

probably due to the fact that rather than taking as his bearings the so-called “writerly”, 

“Postmodern” text, his concern is explicitly with “readerly” fiction.   Ron, though, is not 

very forthcoming on the actual function of mise en abyme for these texts, as he is 

primarily in the business of defining what counts as one.  We can, however, turn to 

Chambers for a useful argument concerning the function of mise en abyme for the 

“readerly” text, that it is the specific form of redundancy by which these texts determine 

the narrative situation that is appropriate to them.  In other words the mise en abyme is 

not so much a “short-circuiting operation that disrupts narrative hierarchies” as precisely 

the means by which these texts attempt to define and limit the range of interpretative 

                                                 
11 Carrard (1984) points out that Claude-Edmonde Magny, who coined the term mise en abyme in 1950 
(Gide only wrote “en abyme”) “did not elaborate in the definition, moreover she lumped together single 
and infinite, and exploited the connections called up by the word abyme to grant the device metaphysical 
implications” (p 842).  Clearly both Miller and McHale, not to mention their interlocutors, are heirs to this 
confusion. 
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options opened up to their readers12. Derrida, as we saw above, concurs with this 

reorientation. 

 

Is it the case then that the mise en abyme works in one way for the “readerly” text and in 

a completely different one for the “writerly”? (assuming, for argument’s sake, that there 

is an unproblematic difference between readerly and writerly texts).  There is a major 

problem in McHale’s argument concerning this point.  Despite the fact that he claims that 

the mise en abyme is to be defined in terms of its infinite regress and the manner in which 

it “robs events of their solidity”, the actual examples he provides in order to illustrate his 

claims are quite confusing.  There are two reasons for this.  First, in several of the 

examples he provides of the mise en abyme he asks: "is this or is this not a true mise en 

abyme" (McHale 1987: 124) without providing any criteria by which to judge whether it 

is or not.  Second, in every one of the examples that he does provide, the function of the 

mise en abyme turns out to be exactly the same as the Dällenbach/Chambers 

(conservative) account. 

 

For example, in McHale’s discussion of Donald Barthelme’s novel Snow White: 

 
the dwarves read a novel by a certain Dampfboot, which they describe in the following 

terms: 

 
It was hard to read, dry, breadlike pages that turned, and then fell ... Fragments kept 

flying off the screen and into the audience, fragments of rain and ethics ... ”sense” is not 

to be obtained by reading between the lines (for there is nothing there, in those white 

spaces) but by reading the lines themselves - looking at them and so arriving at a feeling 

not of satisfaction exactly, that is too much to expect, but of having read them, of having 

“completed” them. 

 

McHale’s analysis of this is as follows: 

 
There is no difficulty in recognising the iconic relationship here between the nested text and 

Snow White itself.  Not only does Dampfboot’s novel double Barthelme’s - in its 

                                                 
12 For this argument see Chambers 1984: 35. 
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fragmentation, its deliberate superficiality and so on - but this description of it in effect 

contains instructions to the reader for reading Snow White. (125 emphasis added) 

 

Rather than doing the work of “short-circuiting”, “disrupting the logic of narrative 

hierarchy”, and “disquieting”, the mise en abyme here has the function of providing 

instructions to the reader of Snow White.  The extraordinary thing is that every example 

of mise en abyme that McHale provides follows precisely the same programme as this.   

 

By considering McHale’s argument here I am not arguing against the attempt to produce 

a specific category or genre entitled postmodern fiction, rather that we have to take 

extremely seriously the point that whenever these accounts of the mise en abyme that 

claim to define it as a radically “disruptive” structure actually put the concept to work, 

the results are always the same, the mise en abyme functions as a part that posits a 

relationship to the text as a whole.  

 

The consequences of this for McHale are that what he ends up demonstrating is that the 

so-called writerly text, by employing the mise en abyme, actually has a stake in 

attempting to limit the range of possible readings appropriate to it.  One of the possible 

reading models that the embedded part might work to create may well be a notion of 

uncertainty, but the fact that this may be one possible option does not affect the structure 

of the mise en abyme in general. 

 

Returning to my reading of Ron’s reading of Dällenbach’s reading of Gide’s heraldic 

metaphor of the shield within the shield, Dällenbach argues: 

 
Rather than worry anxiously about whether such a figure occurs in heraldry or is merely a 

product of Gide’s imagination, one is to take the analogy for what it is, an attempt to 

approximate a structure of which it is possible to give the following definition: mise en 

abyme is any enclave entertaining a relation of similarity with the work which contains it. 

(Ron 1987: 421) 

 

For Ron this definition teems with a whole range of indeterminacies: 
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How functional are the territorial implications of the word “enclave”?  Would any 

enclave qualify whatever its size or proportions?  What exactly is a “relationship of 

similarity”? What is meant by “the work?” Does the word “contain” imply a 

container/contained  relation between whole and part? 
 

Ron is content that these questions destroy the definition, and proceeds to quote 

Dällenbach’s next definitional attempt, the definition with which I began the discussion: 

 
Mise en abyme is any internal mirror reflecting the narrative as a whole by simple, repeated, 

or specious duplication. (Ron 1987: 421) 

 

Ron is not satisfied with the adequacy of this definition either.  First, he is unhappy with 

the very notion of “speciousness” in a fictional work (I have already pointed out however 

that “paradoxical” is a less problematical term than “specious”).  Second, there is the 

problem of the replacement of the notion of “similarity” with the even more problematic 

notion of “mirror reflection”, a move which Ron (rightly, I think) can not see the point 

of.  Third, Ron is unhappy with the use of the phrase “the narrative as a whole” which he 

regards as unnecessarily totalising.  I have already argued that the notion of a whole is 

not the same as that of a totality.   

 

Ian Reid (1985) is helpful in sorting out this definition.  He argues that mise en abyme 

involves three different kinds of “specularity”: these three kinds of specularity roughly 

(and I use the word advisedly) parallel Dällenbach’s three forms of mise en abyme. Reid 

would, I imagine, concur in general with Chambers’s perfectly adequate pragmatic 

definition of the “specular text”: 

 
The specular text is one that assumes that it is readable - or is assumed to be readable - by 

virtue of its coherence, that is, by virtue of the fact that it has parts that can be perceived as 

similar to one another, and that as a consequence each part can also be related by its 

similarity to the text as a whole. (Chambers 1984: 69) 

 

Reid reworks Dällenbach in the following manner.  For Dällenbach’s “simple” 

reflection, Reid substitutes “a direct synechdochic reflection” - the example being the 
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“mousetrap” play in Hamlet.  For “repeated” or “infinite” repetition, Reid substitutes an 

“infinite series of repeated analogies” - the example being the receding series of parallel 

mirrors in Flann O’Brien’s novel The Third Policeman, while for Dällenbach’s 

“specious” duplication, Reid substitutes “an aporia in which the reflexive relation is 

paradoxical” - the example being M.C. Escher’s autographic pair of hands. 

 

“Simple” or “synechdochal” repetition is clear enough, but Reid unnecessarily restricts 

Dällenbach by asking that “repetitive” specularity only be an infinite series of identical 

analogies - surely a series of analogies (the number of which may be anything more than 

two) is enough to fill this function for Dällenbach (though not of course for Miller).  The 

third example, Reid’s “aporia”, would benefit from a “literary” example: it is 

extraordinarily difficult to imagine a narrative equivalent of Escher’s pair of hands.  

 

After examining Dällenbach, Ron moves to a discussion of Mieke Bal’s reworking of 

Dällenbach’s work, and cites, more approvingly, the definition she offers:  

 
Placed en abyme is any sign having for its referent a pertinent and continuous aspect of the 

text, of the narration or of the story which it signifies, by means of resemblance, once or 

several times. (Ron 1987: 421) 

 

This definition has the clear advantage of not “totalising” the work itself - Ron applauds 

the term “pertinent” in particular.  He does detect a problem with the formulation 

however - essentially the old chestnut of whether authors put these things into their texts 

or whether readers are the prime cause of what is to count as being pertinent.  Ron is 

extremely concerned about the possibility of being himself that of which Bal accuses 

Dällenbach: a “closet intentionalist”.  Ron, for his part, suspects Bal might be one 

herself. 

 

Here it is of some value for us to consider Dällenbach’s 1980 revision of his theory 

entitled "Reflexivity and Reading". (Dällenbach 1980) This essay has a curious status in 

Ron’s discussion, because it is clearly Dällenbach’s take on his own theory in the light of 
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both reader-response theory as well as Bal’s critique of Le Récit Spéculaire (The Mirror 

in the Text).  Although he is aware of it, Ron pays little attention to this essay. 

 

Dällenbach’s definition of the mise en abyme in this discussion demonstrates a clear debt 

to Bal’s critique.  The mise en abyme is: 

 
any sign having for its referent a pertinent, continuous aspect of the narrative (fiction, text, 

or narrative code, enunciation) which it represents on the diegetic level. (436) 

 

This is clearly indebted to Bal’s formulation, the significant amendment being that 

Dällenbach is explicit whereas Bal merely implies that we are concerned with a 

representation on the diegetic level.  Crucially, Dällenbach has also, by this stage, moved 

away from the notion of mirroring. 

 

Even though “Reflexivity and Reading” takes itself to be a contribution to reader-

response theory, Dällenbach always treads a fine line between reader-response and 

“things authors put into texts”.  On the one hand, Dällenbach relies on the Althusserian 

notion of interpellation, and is very careful early on in his essay to argue that: 

 
what most interests me is not the response of a given, explicit reader, impossible to 

generalise about, but that of a reader-subject exposed to the supraindividual pressures of an 

episteme, ideology, or unconscious desire, and, even more, the response by the implied 

reader understood as the reading role inscribed in the text.  Consequently, I shall consider 

the function of mise en abyme primarily in relation to how a text conditions readings by its 

use of signals, instructions, or orders for decoding, and by the greater or smaller margin or 

freedom of movement permitted to the reader. (436) 

 

There are, however, a number of formulations later in the discussion that might be seen 

as examples of “closet” intentionality: 

 
Left to his own devices, the reader might comprehend in his own manner, or, perhaps not at 

all.  He must therefore be supported and, on occasion, provided with a mise en abyme in the 

enunciation as an artificial remedy for the deferred nature of written communication. (440) 
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or: 
 

most novelists ... use the doubling to remove the ambiguity of their message.  Notice that, 

in resorting to mise en abyme, texts manifest fears about their own readability. (443) 

 

These examples signal an ambiguity in Dällenbach’s project.  He starts by asking what it 

means to be a reader of a text, but what he ends up doing, with formulations like 

“artificial remedy” and “resorting to mise en abyme” is a poetics of “last ditch” 

techniques available to a novelist.  While these two projects aren’t necessarily radically 

opposed to one another, a theorist who is trying to do both at the same time needs to be 

very clear about the relationship between them.  For its part, unprincipled formalism has 

no interest in either attacking or defending Dällenbach for closet intentionalism and 

remains strictly agnostic about the problem. 

 

 

6/.  THE RESTRAINED ABYSS 

 

I want to concentrate on those parts of Ron’s nine problems in the theory of mise en 

abyme that are particularly pertinent to my analysis, and consider them from the point of 

view of unprincipled formalism.  Ron’s aim is to make the figure of the mise en abyme 

specific by making decisions in several areas of theoretical uncertainty. 

 

First:  the problem of totality.  The force of any mise en abyme depends upon its 

resembling in some sense “the work as a whole”.  Here Ron critiques the work of Mieke 

Bal: 

 
Bal’s “pertinent and continuous aspect of the text, the narration of the story” is 

therefore decidedly not “the work as a whole” or even, say, “the story as a whole,” 

without residue.  It is, in practice, almost any staking out of a claim in this direction, 

any pattern at an intra-diegetic level capable of suggesting a generalisation about the 

work. 

 

And further: 
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If you already know what is major and what is minor, what is pertinent and what is not, you 

will also know what diegetic material can count as mise en abyme.  But how to determine 

pertinence is something that a theory of mise en abyme cannot and should not claim to 

teach you. (Ron 1987: 424-425) 

 

We can learn something from Chambers in regard to this problem.  It is important to 

recognise that, for Chambers: 

 
The reading maneuver must consist of a (theoretically) indeterminate number of 

identification of parts with parts, and parts with whole, until a model of the text is built up. 

(Chambers 1984: 29) 

 

Reading is understood here primarily as an act of comparing different parts of a text, and 

it is this act that determines what will be conceived of as being a “model” of the narrative 

situation most appropriate to that text.  The value of Chambers work lies in the fact that 

he is not so much concerned with the question of what parts of a text function 

unequivocally as a mise en abyme, rather, his primary concern is with the competing 

embedded models of how the text is to be determined (by a reader) as an act of 

communication.  In other words the reader’s job is to decide which, among the various 

competing communication situations that it proposes, the text ultimately privileges.   

 

It is also necessary to consider Chambers’ use of the notion of “the whole text” in this 

light, because as mentioned earlier Chambers is comfortable with the concept.  It is clear 

that the concept of “the whole text” shifts around in Chambers’ work.  My argument, 

however, is that different textual wholes will necessarily shift around in this way.  As an 

example of this, consider the various readings of literary texts that comprise the bulk of 

Story and Situation. 

 

In Chambers’ discussion of Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Purloined Letter”, the 

“text as a whole” is synonymous with what might be called the general narration, in other 

words that which is uttered by the primary overall narrator. (Chambers 1984: 52 & 56) In 
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his discussion of Flaubert’s “A Simple Heart” it is the “act of narration”, from the point 

of view of the unnamed extradiegetic narrator, that is equivalent to the “text as a whole”, 

while in the discussion of Balzac’s short story “Sarrasine” the concept oscillates between 

three points of focus: firstly the Implied Author (74) in the sense of the “norms and 

values” that the text privileges (52); secondly the overall “thematic concerns of the text, 

(82-83) these thematic concerns being for Chambers “Sarrasine’s” own status as a story 

that employs an enigma that serves as a paradigm of the whole narration, and thirdly the 

framing narrative - the story-telling situation between the narrator and she whom he 

unsuccessfully attempts to seduce by telling that story, Mme de Rochefide. 

 

Even were Ron to charge Chambers with equivocation as to what the whole might be, it 

should be clear by now that the oscillating whole is in fact a necessary part of the aspect 

of Chambers’ reading practice utilised by unprincipled formalism.  Chambers’ practice is 

to build up, by various comparisons, a whole of a text.  This building up clearly begs the 

question of which aspect of a literary text an analysis ought to begin with. 

 

There is a passage in Paul de Man’s discussion of Proust in Allegories of Reading, 

which, though it never mentions the term, provides unprincipled formalism with an 

important lesson. 

 
What does A la recherche du temps perdu tell us about reading.  I approach this question in 

the most literal and, in fact, naïve way possible by reading a passage that shows us Marcel 

in the act of reading a novel.  This procedure in fact begs the question, for we cannot a 

priori be certain to gain access to whatever Proust may have to say about reading by way of 

such a reading of a scene of reading.  The question is precisely whether a literary text is 

about that which it describes, represents, or states.  If, even at the distance of an ideal 

reading, the meaning read is destined to coincide with the meaning stated, then there would 

in fact be no real problem.  All that would be left to do would be to allow oneself to be 

brought nearer to this ideal perfection by taking Marcel for our model.  But if reading is 

truly problematic, if a nonconvergence between the stated meaning and its understanding 

may be suspected, the sections in the novel that literally represent reading are not to be 

privileged.  We may have to look elsewhere ... The circular difficulty should not, however, 
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prevent us from questioning the passage on actual reading, if only to find out whether or not 

it does make paradigmatic claims for itself. (de Man 1979: 57-58) 

 

My argument here, following de Man, is that when we perform an act of textual analysis, 

we ought simply begin with those elements of the text that look promising.  The reader 

should start with one of these and see where it takes her in the act of comparison with 

other elements of the text.  This is not at all a random act of saying whatever you like, 

rather it is an activity of enabling the work of the text, of “switching on” the text as a 

practice, of disabling its presumed status as object.  

 

Ron’s second problem is the problem of reflection: What reflects what?  The problem as 

Ron sees it is that: 

 
Anything can be said to reflect anything else in some respect.  I do not see that we can 

specify in advance which aspect can count in identifying icons in general and mises en 

abyme in particular. (Ron 1987: 426) 

 

This ends up being a non-problem from the point of view of unprincipled formalism, 

committed as it is to provisionality in these matters. 

 

Third: the question of explicitness.  Must the presence of the mise en abyme in a 

narrative be explicit?  Must the text somehow underwrite this figure by some special 

kind of marker?  The unprincipled formalist response here is that when your concern is 

the determination of the situational model that the text requires in order to be read 

appropriately, there are basically two modes of embedding that the text can call upon.  

First, “narrational” embedding, where the text will employ a narrative act within a 

narrative act.  Classic examples of “narrational” embedding include Marcel’s act of 

reading a novel in Remembrance of Things Past, as well as the story-telling situations 

represented in both “Sarrasine” and Heart of Darkness.    

 

The second kind of embedding is figural embedding, where a ‘figure’ in the text is 

representational in one way or another of “Art” or of the production or reception of 
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narrative.  This could be an actor, an element of setting, or a figure of style.  Narrational 

embedding will tend to provide explicit clues as to the text’s situational model, because 

the text is representing some specific communication situation or other, and will 

therefore deem that representation to be either a model or an anti-model of the “whole of 

the text”.   
 

 

A figural embedding will require an appropriate act of interpretation on the part of the 

reader.  The unprincipled formalist argument here is that figural embedding is one of the 

means whereby “readerly” texts admit a certain amount of “play”, and is one of the 

points at which readerly texts allow for a limited range of interpretative options on the 

part of the reader.  John Frow usefully makes the point that “in more general terms it 

could be said that the process of embedding designates a particular literary system as its 

appropriate context. (Frow 1986: 130) ”.13  It is the way in which a text privileges one 

context over another that becomes the critic’s quarry: text here defined as an act of 

context formation through the act of reading. 
 

Fourth: Isolatability - how is the figure to be distinguished from its immediate 

neighbours in the syntagmatic chain?  The unprincipled formalist response is that (in 

narratological terms) in the case of a narrational embedding it will most commonly, 

though not necessarily, be inaugurated or framed by a diegetic downshift of some sort or 

another, though it seems clear that a clear, marked change in the identity of the narratee 

will also be sufficient.  For a figural embedding the text will be relying on an act of 

reader discrimination. Ron’s suggestion that (in the case of figural embedding at least) 

the criterion must be a "pragmatic one" (Ron 1987: 428) is a good one. 

 

Ron’s fifth problem is the question of “Orientation”, in other words: which diegetic level 

stands as prior to any other?  When both terms of such a relation are semiotic and 

representational objects, as with mise en abyme, the relation is in principle reversible.  

This forces Ron to make a rule: 

                                                 
13  Frow (1986) p 130.   
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In mise en abyme, the reflecting part must be located at the same or at a lower diegetic level 

than the whole it reflects, it cannot take the form of metalinguistic commentary. (431) 

 

Unprincipled formalism does not accept this rule.  There is no logical reason why direct 

narrational commentary should always be overlooked as a determinant of the narrative 

situation.  There is equally no clear reason why an equivalence at a lower diegetic level 

shouldn’t help the “higher level” to be a mise en abyme.   

 

Sixth: Quantity.  For Ron, mise en abyme is a small part carrying “as much” significance 

as the whole that contains it ... it is not only an iconic relationship but must also be one of 

synechdochy.  From here Ron argues that the story-telling relationship in “Sarrasine” is 

doubtful as an example of mise en abyme because "the extent of the two levels is of 

nearly equal size" (Ron 1987: 430)  This is mistaken, because rather than the two levels 

being separate parts that together form a whole, the framing narrative in “Sarrasine” is, 

as Chambers clearly points out, synonymous with the “whole narration”, part of which is 

the story that is told to Madame de Rochefide. (Chambers 1984:87)  This means that in 

examples of framing narratives of the kind “Sarrasine” represents, narratives which work 

primarily in terms of shifting their narratee from one diegetic level to another, the inner 

story is of necessity in a synechdochic relationship with the framing story.  This doesn’t 

of course affect Ron’s general rule, it simply means that “Sarrasine” qualifies as an 

example of a text that utilizes the mise en abyme. 

 

Seven: Distribution.  Here Ron is interested in the question of narrative temporality, that 

there are three kinds of mise en abyme that are anachronically discordant: first - the 

prospective one, which prematurely reflects the story to come, second; the retrospective 

one, which reflects the accomplished story after the fact; and third, the retroprospective, 

which reflects the story revealing events which are both anterior and exterior to its point 

of anchorage in the narrative. Unprincipled formalism accepts this argument. 
 

Eighth: General Function.  Ron asks whether any general function can be assigned to 

mise en abyme.  The answer Ron provides is one with which unprincipled formalism 
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concurs: the occurrence of mise en abyme can either contest or reveal what the reader 

determines to be the proper functioning of a particular narrative.  From here Ron points 

out that: 

 
mise en abyme always ironically subverts the representational intent of the narrative text, 

disrupting where the text aspires to integration, integrating where the text is deliberately 

fragmentary. (Ron 1987: 436) 

 

There is a certain similarity between this formulation and the Chambers' conclusion in 

Story and Situation: 

 
It is not possible to reflect for long on the story-telling episodes included in the texts 

studied here without concluding that they have a double function: without them the 

story could not “work”, but with them it cannot work since they reveal the conditions 

under which it works and thus diffuse its action ... the paradoxical law of narrative 

power in these texts ... is a power dependent for its force on the power to undo itself. 
 

What Chambers concludes from this is that: 

 
One recognises here something like the deconstructive model of the Yale critics.  I see it, 

rather, less as a universal quality of texts than as a situational necessity, tied to the current 

position of literature in our culture. (221) 

 

However, the difference between Ron and Chambers is interesting.  Ron places himself 

in the long lineage of research concerned with the critique of representation conceived of 

as realism, so that the mise en abyme becomes finally a tool in the work of unveiling the 

untruth of mimesis14.  Chambers’ principal concern however is in understanding the ways 

in which the individual text both represents and opens out upon the wider literary system.  

Unprincipled formalism, though broadly sympathetic to Ron’s project, is more interested 

in Chambers’ principal concerns. 

 

                                                 
14 For a useful critique of this activity in literary scholarship see Hunter (1984) particularly pp 414-417. 
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There are, however, two major points at which unprincipled formalism departs radically 

from Chambers’ formulation.  Firstly, Chambers formulates the problem of the critique 

of representation in terms of narrative seduction.  What Chambers describes as the 

paradoxical law of narrative power is really a function of his interest in not being 

seduced by the text, in asking how the seduction actually works.  Take the following of 

Chambers’ statements, which he poses as a question: “When we are seduced, are we not 

always seduced into conforming ourselves with an image, a simulacrum of one whom we 

believe can be loved?” (Chambers 1984: 15) In order to make this statement it appears 

that Chambers has had to downplay the implications of the point made above, namely 

that the need of the text to seduce is tied to its situation of relative weakness.  Given this 

situation, my interest is in the relative power of the seducee, not in order to be a good 

consumer and exploit the weakness of the seducer by demanding freedom of choice, but 

rather of actively engaging in the seductive situation: is the seducee not always to some 

extent already seducing the seducer?  It is for this reason that I conceive of the mise en 

abyme as fundamentally concerned with limits; the point of playing the interpretative 

game is to discover where and what the limits are.  Because they are engaged in the same 

game, seducer and seducee are not other to one another.  Rather, what is other is the 

result of the playing of the game.  It is at this point and in this way that we recognise that 

reading is fundamentally an ethical activity. 

 

Secondly, the prime function of employing the mise en abyme for Chambers can be 

gleaned from the following passage: 

 
the reader, who is in a position to perceive the ideological and cultural constraints that have 

limited the text’s self-conception, has a responsibility to free the text from its own 

limitations.  In other words, one should not allow one’s own mode of reading to be 

determined exclusively by the text’s situational self-reflexivity, that is, by the ideology of 

art to which the text happens to subscribe.  On the contrary, by reading this self-situating as 

part of the text, one should free oneself to recontextualize it (that is interpret it) along with 

the rest of the text. (27) 
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Chambers is offering a kind of libertarian ethic here.  One reads the text in order finally 

to free it from itself - to free itself from its own tendency to limit its on-going 

meaningfulness.  This kind of argument is finally a variation of the romantic notion of 

the unknowability and unfathomability of the text, in this case the critic deliberately 

seeking out elements that could produce knowability and fathomability in order to 

dispense with them.  If unprincipled formalism divests itself of this argument a new 

problematic opens up - our interest becomes not how to save the text from itself and 

increase its unknowability, but how to develop a precise and respectful consideration of 

the kind of social intervention the text is attempting to make.  

 

The principal interest of unprincipled formalism is not so much employing the mise en 

abyme as a technique for recovering the “ideology of art” to which a text subscribes and 

thus freeing the text to perform other kinds of work.  Rather it seeks to employ the mise 

en abyme as a technique for considering the way in which a text posits a particular 

cultural field and reflects upon its place within that field in order to make an intervention 

within it.  Here unprincipled formalism follows and inverts Pierre Bourdieu's dictum that: 

 
it is a question of understanding works of art as a manifestation of the field as a whole, in 

which all the powers of the field, and all the determinism inherent in its structure and 

functioning, are concentrated. (Bourdieu 1984:58) 

 

Unprincipled formalism aims to rework Bourdieu’s sociological point as a “textual” point 

by tracing the degree to which the individual art work understands itself as a 

manifestation of the cultural field as a whole, and considering the degree to which what 

Bourdieu calls the “determinisms” of that field are concentrated in the structure and 

functioning of the literary text itself. 

 

The three texts we are studying in this dissertation: “A Traveller’s Tale”, “The Chance” 

and “Remembering Babylon” are related in that they each stand as emblematic of 

specific aspects of what I will refer to in short-hand as Meanjin Australian literary 

culture in the final quarter of the twentieth century.  They are not connected by unities 

such as authorship or genre, rather they are related conceptually and by sharing a certain 
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political or cultural milieu.  Each takes up and advances a different aspect of Australian 

literary culture and its conception/projection of culture, government and the nation.      

 

Individually and collectively then the three literary texts attempt to articulate significant 

aspects of the contemporary Australian cultural field. Carey’s “The Chance” offers a 

meditation upon what Jurgen Habermas, following Hannah Arendt, refers to as the 

“private sphere of society that has become socially relevant”, characterising “society” as: 

 
the form in which the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing else 

assumes public significance, and where the activities connected with sheer survival are 

permitted to appear in public. (Habermas 1994: 84) 

 

Furthermore, “The Chance” is a meditation upon the collapse of mutual dependence, due 

to such forces as economic conservatism, economic rationalism, individualism, 

downsizing the public sector, monetarism and globalisation.  It is a meditation upon the 

contemporary tendency towards atomisation in the public sphere: a chilling account of 

the complete collapse of the public sphere, a nightmare vision of a “society” or more 

precisely an accumulation of individuals which has eradicated all traditional public 

associations: church, higher education, public broadcasting, political organisations, trade 

unions, sporting bodies, clubs, “the neighbourhood” etc.  In short a distrustful society 

where the absolute individual reigns supreme in viewing itself as the final object of its 

own contemplation. 

 

The analysis of Carey’s story is framed by two David Malouf stories, both fundamentally 

concerned with the governmental sphere.  “A Traveller’s Tale” is chosen because of its 

concern with the relationship between government, nation and culture.  “Remembering 

Babylon” considers the governmental problem of the management of disparate and “ill-

fitting” populations.  One of the key arguments of Malouf’s work, I maintain, is an 

insistence that “the governmental apparatus” come to terms with the historical dimension 

of the nation.   
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7/.  THE MEANJIN LITERARY FORMATION 

 

In his 1989 essay "Psyche: Inventions of the other", Jacques Derrida makes a call for “an 

invention of the other that would come, through the economy of the same, indeed while 

miming or repeating it (1989: 80)”.  The fundamental point to make here is that this call 

is a call for a certain ethical practice - an ethic of preparedness to open out towards 

otherness and difference.  This is an issue not necessarily of busily preparing a landing 

site for an alien craft, it is simply an ethical and aesthetic ‘attitude’ that is capable of 

being flexible (unprincipled) in its uptake of ontological, epistemological and theoretical 

issues. 

 

As opposed to postcolonial paternalism - the fixing of a place for the right sort of other in 

the act of othering oneself - the Derridean formulation asks us to begin from the position 

we already occupy.  This is a variation of the Heideggerian hermeneutic point: always 

begin at the banal ontic (as opposed to the ontological) space one inhabits.  Derrida’s 

(thoroughly utopian) suggestion is that the miming or repeating of the economy of the 

same can lead to an “invention of the other”.  At the most vulgar level this means 

beginning from and locating ourselves firmly within the Australian University system.  

Within this system we inherit the particular kind of Humanities training and research that 

occurs specifically in the nexus between Literary Studies in general, Australian Literary 

Studies in particular, Cultural Studies and postcolonial Studies (literary and otherwise), 

certain debates, interpretative regimes and reading technologies are already in place.  

 

The three texts I am analysing in this dissertation are constituted by and for what remains 

essentially a white, liberal, ‘European’ middle-class intelligentsia, an heterogeneous but 

aesthetically “formed” group.  As a kind of short-hand, I will refer to this group as the 

Meanjin group - each of the three authors whose work I am considering here have in fact 

published material in the literary and cultural journal Meanjin.  There are several reasons 

for this nomenclature. In this dissertation Meanjin will stand as a metonym for the 

distinct liberal intellectual sphere which is concerned with the process of building a 
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national literature and a national culture, operating almost entirely within the boundaries 

of the literary or “the world of ideas”. 

 

The journal Meanjin has always maintained a dedication to local writing, and has 

considered local writers an essential ingredient of a strong national culture.  Founder and 

long-time editor C.B. Christesen described the magazine as one whose “natural political 

direction [is] democratic left of centre”.  At the same time however, Meanjin has never 

served as the platform for any sharply defined school of aesthetics or politics, and has 

always absorbed a comparatively wide range of political and artistic opinion.  Meanjin 

has located itself in or as the mainstream of Australian culture, and for most of its 

lifetime has remained anti-sectarian in the interests of this culture.  This anti-sectarian 

democratically left of centre position is the precise position from which unprincipled 

formalism emerges and speaks, mindful of the fact that Meanjin, despite its own sense of 

its role as a cultural spokesperson, remains addressed to a specialized readership 

requiring a relatively high level of “literary competence”.15

 

Meanjin culture constitutes a culture that might very well be defined by its concern with 

issues of inequalities in race, class and gender relations, and is further a culture that, 

under contemporary conditions, has an absolute duty to define itself as among the 

“Politically Correct” - not in the sense of running with this or that dogmatic ideology but 

in the weak sense that political correctness is a form of politeness, a manner of talking 

that attempts not to make those less fortunate than the speaker, uncomfortable.  It is 

unfortunate that this point needs to be made in Australia at the current time.  It is, then, 

this “culture” that I am positing as necessarily our culture, a culture of the same in the 

most banal and literal sense.  This notion of “our shared cultural space” can also be 

considered in terms of the space that represents the Nation in terms of diversity, tolerance 

and spirit of enquiry.   

 

                                                 
15   In this account of Meanjin I have drawn freely from David Carter (with Gillian Whitlock) 
(1989).  Carter’s discussion of Meanjin appears on pp. 129-33.  
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Consider for example the ways in which the writers chosen in the corpus of texts that I 

examine - David Malouf and Peter Carey - help to provide the general co-ordinates for a 

map of our cultural space.  Both have at one time or another relied on the Literature 

Board of the Australia Council for funding.16  David Malouf has held teaching posts at 

Australian tertiary institutions, while Peter Carey was formed by that most postmodern of 

intellectual formations, advertising.17   

 

These texts are chosen neither merely for the commonality of the cultural space from 

which they are produced nor the kinds of arguments that they develop concerning the 

nation.  They are also chosen because they represent an appropriate range of the kinds of 

literary text that are available in such a cultural space and that allow us to map aspects of 

the literary self-conception of that space with a certain degree of precision.  It is the 

working through of this range of kinds of literary text that develops the narrative of my 

argument.  David Malouf’s pivotal story “A Traveller’s Tale” is a deliberate choice of 

“self-reflexive” art tale in order both to set the scene as well as provide a kind of scene of 

writing.  The story is self-reflexive in that it at once theorizes its own impact as an art tale 

by considering the nature, function and status of romanticism within aesthetic discourses.  

The story poses two crucial questions concerning Australian culture as understood from 

the Meanjin point of view.  Firstly it raises the issue of high as opposed to “low” or 

“popular” culture and how this relates to “National Culture”, and secondly it considers 

the manner in which, again from the point of view of Meanjin culture, government both 

understands as well as disseminates “Australian culture”.  This is theorised in terms of a 

movement from centre to province: the problematic of the story is that the “centre” finds 

a certain internationalism already waiting for it in the provinces.  The story also attempts 

to describe “high” Australian culture as an ethic or form of life.   

 

Carey's story offers opportunities for reflection upon Malouf's conception of Australian 

culture from an imaginary temporal distance. “The Chance” is a story which distantiates 

itself from Meanjin culture by using the temporal device of a dystopian science fiction 

                                                 
16  Thomas Shapcott 1988:  see pp. 66, 73-74, 82, 91, 98 and 100-101. 
17  On Carey’s status as an intellectual and star see Turner (1993). 



 94

future. Carey’s story is a highly speculative kind of literary writing - a work that sets into 

train certain features and elements of our culture and speculates upon some of the 

possibilities that might arise.   

 

With these three stories allowing us to map the literary self-conception of “our” particular 

cultural space, I am able to develop a reading of Malouf’s Remembering Babylon as a 

work of cultural nationalism, a work of nation building from the Meanjin perspective.  

Here it is necessary to read Malouf’s novel as the production of a “positive” history that 

intervenes upon the work of nation building, a “positive” history that is fully cognisant of 

a dual historical responsibility to both a conception of Aboriginality and as well as the 

displaced white Anglo-Saxon “criminal” population.  Because Remembering Babylon 

needs to be conceived in terms of this kind of positive history, much of the analysis of the 

book is a polemic against a certain misguided postcolonial analysis that would see 

Remembering Babylon as a kind of deconstructive work that seeks to empty Australia of 

its history.  The conclusion of the thesis is a return to Malouf’s “A Traveller’s Tale”, the 

story that sets the scene for my analysis.  Here I consider not so much the map of the 

present that the story offers us, but, rather the manner in which postcolonialism routinely 

and systematically disavows the historical record, as well as the kind of future that the 

literary text represents for the Meanjin form of life.   

 

Clearly then this is a somewhat “fantastic” narrative I am writing.  I am concerned with a 

strictly literary conception of Australian culture, as well as a strictly literary conception 

of the place of the literary within that culture.  For this I make no apologies.  The literary 

conception of the national culture, though not a “knowledge” in the manner of history or 

sociology or economics, provides another - imaginative, speculative, future directed - 

kind of knowledge about that culture.  This fragile kind of knowledge, however, is in 

great need of rethinking its connection to historical knowledges, and this is one of the 

contributions I wish to make in this thesis.  Insofar as the literary is concerned I concur 

broadly with the thesis of Ross Chambers’ (1991) argument that the “literary” can bring 

about change “in the world” because it works to fashion and change desires in 

individuals.  This argument is premised on the importance of the recognition that 
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language, including literary language, must be understood as being precisely a form of 

action, an action upon the self.  Literature is not, of course, the only technology available 

for performing this kind of work on the self, and there is no reason why it should be 

deemed a particularly privileged example of it. It is though, as I have been suggesting, a 

central one that we inherit.  

 

The issue thus arises as to the ontological status of Meanjin literary culture within this 

work. The quarry, on this occasion, of unprincipled formalism may appear to be a kind of 

phantasm, the projection of nation, culture, interpretation and history made by a set of 

literary texts representing a specific, routinely marginalised and fragile cultural milieu.  

What work, it will be asked, does this apparition actually perform in the world?  The 

answer, I hope to make clear, is that it does much, from influencing pragmatic cultural 

policy areas to more diffuse formations of social and ethical conduct. 
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Chapter Two 

ORDINARY COMMITMENTS: 

Mapping the National Cultural Space. 

David Malouf’s “A Traveller’s Tale” 
 

This chapter is the first of a series of detailed analyses of individual literary texts. The 

individual literary text is here understood not as a definitive statement which closes its 

topics unambiguously.  Rather it is understood as a discourse - similar to a philosophical 

dialogue - which aims to animate debate, to invite further reflection, discussion and re-

reading.  It differs from philosophical dialogue in that its modus operandi is pleasure and 

entertainment. The primary aim of this chapter is not to provide a definitive explication of 

what is, in Malouf’s case, clearly an open ended albeit “realistic” or mimetic narrative.  “A 

Traveller’s Tale” is employed in this instance in order to make a series of preliminary 

investigations into the particular literary ethical formation we seek to analyze and 

circumscribe.  This chapter seeks to situate Malouf’s text within a Meanjin ethical reading 

formation and to tease out a series of problems and issues that will be developed and 

amplified in later chapters.  

 

 

1/.  ORIENTING MALOUF’S  READER 

 

David Malouf is rightly considered to be one of Australia’s leading practitioners of the “art 

story”, the kind of story that performs the work of reflecting upon its own status as an 

aesthetic object and, in so doing, theorises itself as such.1  I am using the term “art story” in 

precisely the same manner in which one would discuss the “art film”2.  Firstly in terms of 

an act of product differentiation: the “art story” announces itself as such in its work of 

                                                 
1 Peter Craven’s (1985) discussion of Malouf takes up the issue of Malouf as a “lyric poet” turned novelist 
and concentrates on “the way in which the figure of the artist, whether literal or surrogate, has dominated 
Malouf’s work” (p 100).  The notion of the aesthetic object that reflects upon itself (thereby being nominated 
as a “subject”) is clearly an inheritance from the romantic aesthetic I discussed in the introduction 
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niche marketing.  Second, an art tale, more than any other narrative genre, announces that 

its reader be attentive to the minutiae of detail and repetition in order to make the 

connections required for an adequate understanding of the text. 

 

Malouf practices the art-story in a kind of poetic, essayistic, dialectical fashion - he has 

commented on his own work in the following way: 

 
I've always structured the novels as I would have structured a poem … that is to find 

something that interested me and let the novel create itself by association around that idea, 

by its oppositions, by its metaphorical extensions rather than its necessary logical ones, and 

so the structure of the novel is often clearer around certain images or idea images than it is 

in terms of plot or chronology. (cited in Indyk 1993: p 47) 

 

This kind of writing, relying as it does primarily upon association and metaphor, means 

ambiguity becomes a central and routine aspect of Malouf's practice. 

 

Malouf’s self-reflexive story “A Traveller’s Tale” (Malouf 1986: 130-156)3 details the 

travels and travails of Adrian Trisk, a government representative who voyages from the 

cultural “centre” out into the provinces. Trisk functions ironically, as a diffident cultural 

emissary in the service of a conservative conception of the Australian nation-building 

project. 

 

 “A Traveller’s Tale” offers its reader a clear set of determinants that provide a precise 

itinerary for the reading of the fable as an “art” object.  These determinants rely in the first 

instance upon an invocation of the “popular” genre of travel fiction.  Malouf’s “art” tale 

invokes the genre of travel fiction in four clear ways: the title of the story, the name of the 

hero, the structure of the story, and the setting.   

 

The title of the story provides the first and most obvious strategy for orienting the reader.  

The title is markedly ambiguous, conveying a sense both of a tale well told by a traveller as 

                                                                                                                                                     
2   For a discussion of popular contemporary “art” film in terms of activating the discourses of romanticism 
and c 18 sentimentalism see Baker (1997b).  This analysis focuses on the film The Piano. 
3  An earlier version of the story appeared in Meanjin (1982) vol 41 no. 1 April pp 50-97.   
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well as a tale told about a traveller.  A tale that itself, in the various acts of being told, 

travels and changes.   

 

Secondly the name of the intriguingly camp hero of the story, Adrian Trisk, assists in 

orienting our reading.  “Adrian” possesses a morphological parallel with “Hadrian”.  There 

is a semantic connection with the mercurial but shrewdly calculating Roman emperor 

Hadrian - who, unlike his predecessor Trajan, was opposed to territorial expansion.  

Hadrian, it will be recalled, spent many years both before and after his elevation to emperor 

travelling through the provinces: omnium curiositatum explorator.  Adrian, although 

circumstances dictate that he travel, is a reluctant traveller.  He holds no great faith in the 

nation-building project he represents. 

 

The third manner in which the story works to orient its reader is through its structure.  

Structurally, “A Traveller’s Tale” conforms in very general terms to the three stages of the 

“travel account”, usefully outlined by Michel de Certeau. (1986: p 69 ff) “A Traveller’s 

Tale” carries out several ironic transformations of this general structure.   

 

First stage, the outbound journey, the search for the strange.  Trisk, government 

representative, journeys to “bring news of our national culture” (p 131) from the “centre” - 

the Sydney/Melbourne/Canberra triangle - to the provinces: in this case a mythical area on 

the central Eastern coastal region of Queensland.  Trisk functions as an agent of a 

governmental attempt to facilitate national unification in the face of fragmentation by 

means of a ready to hand “national” cultural heritage.   

 

Second stage, the depiction of “savage society”.  Here, although marking clearly the 

otherness of the provinces, “A Traveller’s Tale” inverts the standard account as described 

by de Certeau.  Rather than the true witness who “depicts” the savage, Malouf’s tale has 

Trisk finding, in Mrs Judge’s story, not so much the strange as the naggingly familiar - the 

story of Alicia Vale, a story which “belongs” to the national culture and the nation-building 

project.   
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The third stage of the typical travel account is the homecoming of the traveller/narrator.  In 

de Certeau’s account: 

 
The text reports his [the ‘savages’] words, which figure as a ghost which has returned to 

our stage.  The narrative becomes the saying of the other, or it almost becomes it, because 

the mediation of an interpreter (and his [the savage’s] “stupidity”), the accidents of 

translation, and the tricks of memory maintain ... a linguistic boundary line between savage 

speech and travel writing. (de Certeau 1986: p 70) 

 

The virtue of de Certeau’s account is that it emphasises not only the representation of the 

travels, but also the way in which the very act of bringing the travels into narrative form 

both appropriates the actual travels themselves  (“almost becomes it”) while at the same 

time travels itself in the various acts of being told.  In “A Traveller’s Tale” story-telling 

changes hands: the person of the story-teller changes several times through the course of 

the story, while the story itself performs different kinds of work - it has different meanings 

- in the different places in which it is told. 

 

“A Traveller’s Tale” conforms not merely to the generic diachronic structure of the travel 

narrative, it also confirms the classical generic énonciation of the travel narrative. Jacques 

Derrida outlines this structure in his discussion of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s great traveller’s 

tale Triste Tropiques: 

 
In accordance with eighteenth-century tradition, the anecdote, the page of confessions, the 

fragment from a journal are knowledgeably put in place, calculated for the purposes of a 

philosophical demonstration of the relationships between nature and society, ideal society 

and real society, most often between the other society and our society. (Derrida 1976: p 

113) 

 

Travel books were in fact “a favorite category in eighteenth century libraries, often 

provid[ing] a screen upon which Enlightenment authors projected criticisms of 

contemporary society”. (Darnton 1985: p 215)  They were also very precise political 

documents: 
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A specialist in documents of the reign of Louis IV discovered while looking at 

seventeenth-century diplomatic correspondence that many narratives that were 

subsequently repeated as traveller’s tales of all sorts of marvels, incredible plants and 

monstrous animals, were actually coded reports.  They were precise accounts of the 

military state of the countries traversed, their economic resources, markets, wealth and 

possible diplomatic relations.  So that what many people ascribe to the persistent naïveté of 

certain eighteenth century naturalists and geographers were in reality extraordinarily 

precise reports whose key has apparently now been deciphered. (Foucault  1980b p 75) 

 

The “test” (p 155) the appropriately named Mrs Judge presents for Trisk serves him with 

the opportunity for philosophical demonstration, an opportunity to reflect upon the 

relationship between himself, his society, and that which his society nominates as the other 

- that which stands outside “our national culture”. Trisk, the travelling foreigner, crosses 

into a space of aesthetic significance: the space between two entirely kitsch markers: the 

“big banana” and the “big pineapple”. (p 131)  Unlike the traditional romantic 

anthropologist (Lévi-Strauss) who “comes to disturb order and natural peace”, who 

“violates a virginal space”, (Derrida 1976: p 113) Trisk finds a site of both discord and 

hybridity.  Is Mrs Judge aboriginal?  Is she Indian?  Is she the daughter of Alicia Vale?   

 

This act of philosophical demonstration reaches its most complete articulation at the end of 

the story.  “A Traveller’s Tale” concludes with a reflection upon its own status as an act of 

story telling, a historical act of historical production: 

 
The stories we tell betray us, they become our own.  We go on living in them, we go on 

living outside them.  The Bloody Sergeant comes on, announces that a battle has been 

won, bleeds a little, and after twenty rugged lines retires into oblivion.  But what he has 

been called upon to tell has to be lived with and carried through a lifetime, out there in the 

dark.  His own end comes later and is another story.  Which another man must tell. (p 155) 

 

The final paragraph of the story switches the narrating register of the bulk of the story, the 

first-person Adrian Trisk, back to the “disembodied” subject (here a generalised “we”) 

which narrates the opening five paragraphs of the story.  It is ambiguous whether the reader 

is being instructed to read the passage as Trisk’s final pronouncement or as an “authorial 

intrusion” declaring a statement of truth.  Either way the main point is that the shift in 
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register determines that the passage is to be understood as significant.  Because of this 

“significance”, I shall proceed as though the passage carries the weight of authorial 

authority, that it indicates something approximating “Malouf’s position”. 

 

This significant and complex passage is superficially similar to the poststructuralist or 

“French Nietzschean” position outlined in Vincent Descombes’ influential study Modern 

French Philosophy, where narrative discourse is understood as having two principal 

characteristics: that the referent of narrative is “never the crude fact, nor the dumb event, 

but other narratives, other stories”, and that narrative is never completed, a narratee can 

always become a narrator. (Descombes 1980: p 186)4  It is clear that these characteristics 

can be discerned in the travel metaphorics of Malouf’s text, however we can apprehend in 

the metaphorics of Malouf’s “battle” the trace of a certain commitment to the logic of the 

crude fact or the dumb event. 

 

The passage raises, however, many more questions than it answers: Who is the we/us/our?  

If the signifier “betray” here means “reveal” or “disclose” rather than “be disloyal to”, what 

is the relationship between this betrayal and the story becoming our own?  Is the second 

clause an illustration or amplification of the first (in which case the reader enters profound 

logical difficulties squaring the temporal relationship between betrayal and becoming), or is 

it ostensibly another way of putting the same point?  If, as appears most likely, the referent 

of the “them” of the second sentence is “the stories we tell”, what exactly does it mean to 

go on living both inside and outside them?  In what ways does the act of “telling another 

man’s story” enable/force it to become one’s own? 

 

My concern is not to attempt to provide a definitive gloss on this highly ambiguous 

passage; the passage with its indefinable set of referents stands as virtually emblematic of 

the “evasion of resolution” found in Malouf’s work as a whole.  Rather, what is of principal 

interest is that the passage appears immediately after Trisk has engaged in his meditation 

upon Mrs Judge: 

                                                 
4 Descombes, finds the French Nietzschean position ultimately unsatisfactory on the grounds that it “claims 
to overcome the subject [by means of a radical perspectivism] when in fact it suppresses the object [the 
recourse to the infinite set of “other stories” that are the real referent of  narrative]” p 189. 
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Oh yes, she is appropriate all right, our Mrs Judge.  Too appropriate.  She puts me to the 

test - not of belief but of the courage to come out at last from behind my clown’s make-up, 

my simpering and sliding and dancing on the spot, to tell her story and to give myself 

away. (p 155) 

 

At the very moment Trisk has approvingly cited the “courage” of Mr Judge’s “ordinary but 

honourable commitment”, he castigates himself for not entertaining such commitment, or 

more precisely, reflects upon the manner in which his lack of commitment, his “lack of 

principle” as it were, is put to the test by Mrs Judge’s story.  The final paragraph, a 

“transformed” version of French Nietzschean poststructuralism, facilitates Trisk’s infinite 

deferral of commitment.  Limitless semiosis is posited as a something one hides behind, a 

kind of excuse for not coming out from behind “the clown’s make-up”.   

 

Trisk’s, as well as Malouf’s, commitment is in fact to a certain conception of writing.  The 

transformation of the meditation upon Mr Judge’s “ordinary commitment” into the genre of 

the “art tale” signals an anxiety regarding the limits of commitment.  The “art tale” always 

makes itself available for one more interpretation.  The “art tale”, by definition, always 

hands responsibility, commitment, and conviction over to another.   

 

A related interpretation of the endless deferral understands Trisk as a classic 

emblematization of the unhappy romantic ironic consciousness, the ironic consciousness 

which posits a distinction between the ideal and the real and consequently fails to effect a 

reconciliation between the two poles of the dialectic as a result of an action or the activity 

of mind.  As Paul de Man has it: 

 
Friedrich Schlegel is altogether clear on this.  The dialectic of the self-destruction and self-

invention which for him, as for Baudelaire, characterises the ironic mind is an endless 

process that leads to no synthesis. (de Man 1983: p 220) 

 

Irony, for the ironic consciousness: 
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divides the flow of temporal experience into a past that is pure mystification and a future 

that remains harassed forever by a relapse within the inauthentic.  It can know this 

inauthenticity but can never overcome it.  It can only restate and repeat it on an 

increasingly conscious level, but it remains endlessly caught in the impossibility of making 

this knowledge applicable to the empirical world.  It dissolves in the narrowing spiral of a 

linguistic sign that becomes more and more remote from its meaning, and it can find no 

escape from this spiral. (de Man 1983: p 222) 

 

The final tableau of Malouf's story, Trisk pondering the “test” Mrs Judge gives him, can 

perhaps best be understood then in terms of the unhappy consciousness pondering both its 

restless striving as well as its inability to move beyond and outside itself.  De Man again: 

 
for the later Friedrich Schlegel, as for Kierkegaard, the solution could only be a leap out of 

language into faith. (de Man 1983: p 222) 

 

For the post-romantic Trisk, whose “muse” is Alicia Vale, the leap out of language into 

faith in an orthodox God is literally unthinkable.  It is “faith” in Mrs Judge’s story that is 

the leap he is left contemplating at the end of the story.   

 

If title, character and structure, both diachronic as well as in terms of énonciation are 

crucial determining features of the story, setting is the fourth important aspect in orienting 

the reader. Setting in an art tale, as Anne Freadman has pointed out: 

 
may be read as a symbolic representation of the work the text does in order to find a place 

in which to speak to an audience on which it acts. (Freadman 1988:  p 84) 

 

The prefatory section of “A Traveller’s Tale” can clearly be understood as the moment the 

text begins the work of finding a place in which to speak to an audience upon which it 

might act.  It does so by  providing a kind of roadmap of the story as a whole.  

 

The prefatory section of the tale is distinguished from the tale proper in the following 

manner.  The subject of the first five paragraphs is an impersonal subject (“you”): “You 

arrive at the crest of a ridge and a whole new landscape swings into view” (p 130); 

“Between the two you are in another country” (p 131).  This act of geographic 
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displacement corresponds with the appearance of the subject of the sixth paragraph and 

subsequently the ‘tale proper’: “My name is Adrian Trisk” (p 131). 

 

Operating at the same time as this displacement, there is a certain linguistic coupling 

between the first and the sixth paragraphs of the story. 5  Compare “There is a point in the 

northern part of the state, or rather, a line that runs waveringly across it” (p 130) with “My 

name is Adrian Trisk, livewire and leprechaun; or more properly, Project Officer with the 

Council for the Arts” (p 131).  In these sentences the semantically equivalent or rather and 

more properly occur in parallel sentence constructions.  As a result of this parallel 

construction the trajectory of both sentences is from an impressionistic or “subjective” 

account to a more precise, more “objective” description.  In both cases the second clause 

proffers a context that proposes to account for rather more than the initial clause does.  This 

structure offers a promise: things will begin provisionally and then gradually become 

clearer. 

 

There is then rather more than merely “setting the scene” at stake in the prefatory map.  A 

formal analysis of the relationship between the prefatory map and the beginning of the tale 

proper reveals that a number of thematic issues are introduced by the very act of “setting 

the scene”.  These formal relationships help to unpack the issues that Malouf’s story 

articulates and transforms through the act of its enunciation. 

 

These issues can be excavated by isolating three pairs of comparable passages.  Firstly, a 

question of map-making: 

 
There is a point in the northern part of the state ... where the vegetation changes within 

minutes ... You arrive at the crest of a ridge and a whole new landscape swings into view 

... Leisurely broad rivers that seem always in flood ... It is as if you had dozed off at the 

wheel a moment and woken a whole day further on (p 130). 

 

has an equivalence with: 

                                                 
5 Samuel Levin defines a “coupling” in the following manner: “A poem puts into combination, on the 
syntagmatic axis, elements which, on the basis of their natural equivalences, constitute equivalence classes or 
paradigms”.  Levin (1977) p 30. 
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At one point in the highway ... is the Big Banana, a representation of that fruit ... Two 

hundred miles further on you come to the Big Pineapple ... Between the two you are in 

another country (p 131). 

 

The signifier “point” appears in both passages in an equivalent position.  This “point”, 

under the rubric of either “a whole new landscape” or “another country”, signals a space of 

difference.  The difference between the two passages, between “landscape” and “another 

country”, is the difference between the language of geographical and political cartography.  

The equivalence has the function of drawing the two kinds of cartography together - Trisk, 

as representative of the unifying “centre”, confronts a space of difference which he is 

forced firstly to negotiate and then to attempt to integrate into the larger whole. 

 

Cartography is a central theme in Malouf’s work in general.  Malouf's readers have tended 

to discuss it in two highly principled ways.  There is the view represented by Mark 

Thomas, who considers the work of map-making to be a metaphor for describing Malouf’s 

compositional and rhetorical technique, the idea of “observing thoroughly, recording 

carefully, transcribing fully and analysing meticulously”, a way of describing the manner in 

which “Malouf brings himself into contact with his subjects”. (Thomas 1989: p 104) 

Thomas represents a form of traditional authorial criticism and as a result seeks to explain 

Malouf’s map-making in terms of the author’s early life and experiences.  Writing, it is 

thus implied, is Malouf’s way of coming to terms with his own life.  This manner of 

explaining the work of Malouf through the life of the artist is a version of what Harold 

Bloom (among others) defines as romanticism.  For Bloom, romanticism: 

 
‘is an internalization of romance, particularly of the quest,’ in which ‘the poet takes the 

patterns of quest-romance and transposes them into his own imaginative life.’  In the case 

of the novel, the author transposes them into the imaginative life of his fantasy alter ego 

hero. (Cited in Rabine 1985:  p 9) 

 

From this point of view “A Traveller’s Tale” might literally be read as a quest romance 

where Trisk stands as a fantasy alter ego for the author.  The ironic effect of Malouf’s 

careful act of observing, recording, transcribing and analysing is that Trisk sets out in a 



    106 
  
quest to find the truth about Alicia Vale and finds Mrs Judge instead.  The truth that Trisk 

gradually finds out about the imaginative life (in terms of story-telling) is the romantic truth 

of the impossibility of origin (authorial or any other), the truth of infinite semiosis, the truth 

of the continual reinvention, rearticulation, recontextualisation of the art object.   

 

The romantic authorial point of view represented by Thomas is opposed by critics such as 

Amanda Nettelbeck and Maryanne Dever, who shift the stakes involved in Malouf’s story-

telling from Malouf’s “personal identity” to a notion more compatible with that of the 

nation-building process: they speak of a crisis in the “national identity”.  For these critics 

Malouf’s work stands as a metonym for Australian national identity in general.  As a result, 

in Nettelbeck’s terms, Malouf’s interest in:  

 
the processes of mapping, of history-making, of identity and place ... coincide with a time 

when Australia is shifting from a consideration of “national identity” to a reconsideration 

of the myths of its nationalist discourse and the politics of its own being. (Nettelbeck (ed) 

1994: p i )6

 

Both Nettelbeck and Dever applaud Malouf for what they consider to be the manner in 

which his work critiques the notion of the map.  Maps, both argue, are instruments of 

closure: the careful work of observing, recording, transcribing and analysis is interpreted as 

an act of imposing an homogenising form onto an irreducibly heterogeneous content.  The 

two critics draw different morals from this conclusion: Nettelbeck the modest and 

reasonable conclusion that “the colonial question of determining “identity” has now 

become a postcolonial one of considering the processes through which images of identity 

come into being” (Nettelbeck 1994: p i ).  Dever concludes that in Malouf: 

 
Dominant spatial discourses are displaced ... by a revisionism which constructs space in 

terms of the provisional, the fragmented, and the palimpsestic, for which the only possible 

map is one that is “open and connectable in all of its dimensions ... detachable, reversible, 

susceptible to constant modification”. (Dever 1994: p 131) 

                                                 
6 See also Dever pp 117- 131 in the same volume.  Martin Leer’s (1985) essay represents a kind of mid-way 
point between the two positions, where the interest is in the “‘self’ - an entity comprising the subconscious 
and the conscious, imagination and memory” (pp 3-4).  This ‘self’ meditates upon its place in Australia and 
Australia’s place in the Universe. 
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Dever both overestimates and underestimates the importance of maps in her argument that 

“against the coercion and closure offered by the powerful nexus of imperialism and 

cartography, the text poses a series of alternative strategies for reading and writing the 

Australian landscape”. (Dever 1994: p 131) Dever overestimates cartography because the 

very plurality of kinds of “dominant spatial discourses” or maps available to us - terrain, 

climate, vegetation, land use, population, economic, etc - indicates that rather than being 

instruments of coercion and closure, maps are to be understood primarily in terms of the 

multiple kinds of work they do in a multiplicity of contexts and circumstances.  Maps may 

well have been used to legitimate the historical reality of conquest and empire, but this is 

only one of the uses of cartography: indeed resistant criticism would be extremely 

foolhardy not to use maps (the very same maps) in its struggles.7   

 

On the other hand Dever underestimates cartography by miscalculating its capacity for 

“closure”.  Maps of “dominant spatial discourses” are always already partial, provisional 

and fragmentary, deriving their power, utility, and value from their capacity for constant 

revision as new information and techniques come to hand. Dever proposes that in Malouf 

“Colonial space is constructed ... as a direct challenge to imported or imposed spatial 

organisation embodied in the practices of mapping, surveying and naming”. (Dever 1994: p 

131)  Here Dever follows too closely the postcolonial literary critical imperative to claim 

that the idealist categories it inherits from romantic aesthetics (ie the traditional aesthetic 

privileging of sentimental modes over descriptive or naive modes) can have powerful 

effects when translated to political spheres.8   

                                                 
7  On this point see Jameson (1988).  See also, from the point of view of a “resistant” critic, Benita Parry’s 
(1989) call for “a cartography of imperialist ideology more extensive than its address in the colonialist space” 
. 
8  Graham Huggan’s analysis of the work of Peter Carey relies on an identical romantic poststructuralist 
critique of the map, which, for Huggan, represents a “vehicle of symbolic authority”. 
 

As ways of looking at the world, maps are inevitably distortive: they can neither contain 
nor explain the reality that they purport to represent.  Nevertheless, they have a magical 
power to attract and convince their readers ... Maps show the power of signs to deceive 
and misguide their perceivers.  They also illustrate the ironic tension, in Carey’s fiction, 
between the slipperiness of the sign and the apparent fixity of the structure or system in 
which that sign is placed.  (Huggan 1996: pp 34-35) 

 
A redrawn or re-ordered map, Huggan argues, may “effect a direct or indirect challenge to authority, and a 
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For the postcolonial critic the self of Malouf, an “eccentric” self at best for authorial 

criticism (Thomas describes Malouf as “an acquired taste” (Thomas 1989: p 105), both 

Dever and Nettelbeck speak for as well as “deconstructs” the “national” self.  What I seek 

to do here is to draw limits on this notion of speaking for and deconstructing the national 

self.  From the point of view of unprincipled formalism what we are discussing here is the 

work of mapping a national self as projected by the Meanjin reading formation.   

 

The second key issue to emerge from comparing the prefatory map of “A Traveller’s Tale” 

with the tale proper is the question of transformation, a motif that is also central to 

Malouf’s work as a whole.  Compare: 

 
Poor white country.  Little make-shift settlements ... watertanks ... sheds ... parts of 

Holdens, Chevvies, Vanguards, Pontiacs ... spring up like bits of industrial sculpture ... A 

tin lizzie only recently taken off the road explodes and takes wing as half a dozen chooks 

come squawking and flapping from the sprung interior (p 130). 

 

with 

 
Men in shorts in the fields ... Kids go barefoot ... Little girls in faded frocks sit dangling 

their legs from an elongated inner tube that has been hoisted aloft and found new life as a 

swing (p 131). 

 

Here the point of congruence between the passages is the paradigm of “poor white country” 

- this being clearly differentiated from the paradigm represented by “Adrian Trisk” in his 

official capacity as “Projects Officer for the Council for the Arts” (p 13).  In both cases this 

“country” is represented as “a place of transformation”: cars become sculptures or chicken 

coops, tires become swings.  In part this activates the familiar Australian thematic of 

“making do”.  Taken as a mise en abyme du code, the notion of art that is offered by this 

“space of difference” is that of a transformation of the commonplace, of the “ready to 

hand”.  Patrick Buckridge has usefully catalogued the different ways in which the theme of 

transformation - substitution in his terms - circulates in Malouf’s work. (Buckridge 1986: 

                                                                                                                                                     
resistance to the systems of meaning imposed by ruling ideologies”. (p 35). 
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see particularly pp 51 ff )  Dever’s work affirms the centrality of the notion of 

transformation, particularly in her employment of the phrase “constant modification”.  For 

both writers the notion of constant transformation of the ready to hand is an effect of 

writing in a postcolonial situation.  

 

The third point of comparison between the prefatory section and the tale proper occurs 

around the issue of the notion of transformation in relation to use.  This issue can be 

understood by analysing the relationship between the following two passages: 

 
Nothing is ever finished here, but nothing is done with either.  Everything is in process of 

being dismantled, reconstructed, recycled, and turned by the spirit of improvisation into 

something else.  A place of transformations (p 131). 

 

and: 

 
Every significant happening here belongs to the past and was of a geological nature.  A 

line of extinct volcanoes ... have ceased to be terrible and are merely curious.  Even their 

names in the Aboriginal language, which were often crude but did at least speak up for the 

mysteries, have dwindled on the local tongue to mere unpronounceables, old body jokes 

whose point, if there was one, has been lost in the commonness of use (p 131). 

 

Firstly, both passages are characterised by transformative histories, of things in the first 

example and of words in the second.  Secondly, in these examples, there is a shift from the 

description or observation that characterises the two previous sets of examples to 

commentary or interpretation.   Third, the second of these two passages (“Every significant 

happening ... ”) marks a new use of the signifier “point”.  We have already noted above 

how “point” in geographical terms marks a space of difference, or, more precisely, marks a 

position from which a space of difference is articulated.  In this example however there 

operates a notion of “point” as being equivalent to “meaning”.  This “point” or “meaning” 

is potentially always about to be lost or found precisely by the act of transformation (a very 

simple but clear example being that the “point” or “meaning” of “an elongated inner tube” 

changes rapidly when it finds “new life as a swing”).  Meaning in this space is never fixed 

but always recedes from or is coming into view.  It is also clear that the notion of point or 

meaning here is inextricably bound to the notion of use, the implication being that meaning 
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is not to be tied to an original context or intention, but is rather, as noted above, involved in 

a continuously transformational operation where the activities of semiosis and (re)citation 

perform as fundamental ontological categories. 

 

Summarizing the “orienting” features of the story then:  “A Traveller’s Tale” not only 

articulates the generic structure of travel fiction, but also dramatises its transformation of 

the “commonplace” into the genre of the “Art Tale”.  At the same time the story uses this 

dramatic scene in order to stage a philosophical reflection on its own activity (or, more 

precisely from the point of view of the unhappy conscience of the Art Tale, its own 

inactivity).  

 

The examination of the formal features of the setting, of the repetitions in the prefatory map 

of the story, opens up several aesthetic problems in the context of a general problematic of 

space, in particular concerning the relationship between the following set of abstractions: 

origin, transformation, use and meaning.  Our task, in employing Malouf’s art tale in order 

to help us to “map” the idealist space of the Meanjin literary conception of the national 

cultural field, involves engaging in the precise work of observation, recording, transcription 

and analysis that is required in order to consider the particular ways in which the romantic 

problem of the relationships between origin, transformation, use and meaning work 

themselves out in the “story proper” - the story of the triangular relationship between Alicia 

Vale, Mrs Judge, and Adrian Trisk. 

 

 

2/.  “OUR” FASCINATION FOR THE DIVA 

 

Trisk, hero/narrator of “A Traveller’s Tale,” holds in his possession: 

 
a photograph, taken at her [Alicia Vale’s] seventieth birthday-celebration at Anthony 

Hordern’s, where she is caught, very grand and baleful, among a group of admirers - all 

elderly, all male, and all looking strangely fossilized, as if she had just that moment turned 

her hooded eyes upon them (p 140). 
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Readers of Malouf have long been alert to photographs functioning as significant motifs: 

witness as examples the photograph as mnemonic that serves to “produce” the fiction of 

Johnno (Malouf 1976: pp 9-12) and the photographs of the Piazza in Malouf’s novella 

Child’s Play. (Malouf 1983: pp 28-39)9

 

Trisk’s photograph, understood as a mise en abyme de l’énoncé, unveils a central thematic 

strand of “A Traveller’s Tale”: the question of “fascination”.  What I shall term the 

“structure of fascination” that operates in  “A Traveller’s Tale” is arranged according to a 

kind of spiral that can be divided into four concentric circles.  Firstly, the actual “historical 

figure of the diva herself, who “was always surrounded ... by a motley circus of ... fellows 

... who made her every entrance a spectacle” (p 140).  Secondly, the photograph described 

in the above quotation, which shows the diva as “fascinating” a particular group of 

admirers.  Third is the diva’s “daughter”, Mrs Judge, who has held George, “the first of her 

believers (p 154)”, and now holds Adrian captivated by the story of her relationship to the 

Diva.  Fourth is “A Traveller’s Tale” itself, where Trisk is an admirer who has for forty 

years been “spellbound ... by the legend of her and by the thin pure voice” (p 139).  In each 

of these circles the same “fascination structure” is repeated: the figure of Alicia Vale is 

surrounded by [male] admirers.10

 

Alicia Vale is a figure of fascination,11 a figure who enchants “our” cultural emissary.  She 

is an “angel” with “radiant and disembodied breath”, a “genius”, a “creature of mythical 

                                                 
9 For a perceptive reading of these photographs see Thwaites (1987).  Martin Leer (1985) connects 
cartography with photography when he makes the (incorrect, in my view) point that the photograph in Malouf 
functions as a kind of “map of the moment” (p 4). 
10  The figure of Trisk Contemplating Alicia Vale conforms to the more general structure Peter Craven has 
noted  in Malouf’s work: 
 

the artist figure is a constant which is hard to miss.  This may take the characteristic form 
of a narrator (an artist by necessity and function) contemplating a Hero (an ‘artist’ by force 
of obsessive temperament). [Craven 1985: p 100]. 

11  This “structure of fascination”, where the object in some sense “controls” the gaze of the reader, has as its 
clear anti-model the figure of Mrs Logan: 
 

Her intelligence, finding no object out here, had begun to spin away from her, and since 
she leaned so much towards it, had set her off balance.  She was poised but unstill, and 
seemed quite capable, I though, of taking an interest in me, and in the unfortunate Mrs 
Judge, out of boredom, or because no larger opportunity offered itself for revealing how 
superior she was to the follies and passions of men (p 135). 
 



    112 
  
power and beauty” (all p 139).  She is exactly like a romantic lyric poem, that genre at 

which Malouf excels: “spontaneously, mysteriously, inevitably, there” (p 144).  In short, 

well-trained readers will recognise at the centre of this “structure of fascination” a  

“romantic” conception of “art” and “the artist”: notions of genius, of standing outside of 

“society”, the use of both “pagan” as well as christian mythology, the notion of breath as 

transcending the body, spontaneity, and mysteriousness of origins.  Paul de Man, the great 

modern romantic theoretician of romanticism, provides us with a useful gloss on this 

figure: 

 
The unity of appearance (sign) and idea (meaning) - to use the terminology that one finds 

indeed among the theoreticians of romanticism when they speak of Schein and Idee - is 

said to be a romantic myth embodied in the recurrent topos of the “Beautiful Soul”.  The 

schöne Seele, a predominant theme of pietistic origin in eighteenth - and nineteenth - 

century literature, functions indeed as a figura of a privileged kind of language.  Its 

outward appearance receives its beauty from an inner glow (or feu sacré) to which it is so 

finely attuned that, far from hiding it from sight, it gives it just the right balance of opacity 

and transparency, thus allowing the holy fire to shine without burning.  The romantic 

imagination embodies this figure at times in the shape of a person, feminine, masculine or 

hermaphrodite, and seems to think that it is an actual, empirical subject ... The beautiful 

soul can be shown to spring from fantasies by means of which the writer sublimates his 

own shortcomings. (de Man 1983: pp 11-12) 

 

Clearly the romantic idea of Alicia Vale standing in for Malouf the writer’s “sublimation of 

his own short-comings” needs to be supplemented with the idea of Trisk as ironic 

representative of the arts and as a reporter figure.  This point may be fully grasped by 

considering Schlegel’s programmatic romanticism: 
 

There is a type of poetry whose alpha and omega is the relationship of the ideal and the 

real, and which must, on the analogy of philosophical terminology, be called 

transcendental poetry.  It begins as satire with the absolute distinction between ideal and 

                                                                                                                                                     
Mrs Logan represents on the one hand the “unfascinated” reader with no object to hold them who is always 
quite capable of breaking off from the text at any moment, and on the other one who is “superior to” rather 
than thoroughly implicated in, the “follies and passions of men”.  There is no place for Mrs Logan in the 
fascination structure I am attempting to describe. 
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real, is poised between the two in elegy, and finally achieves complete identity of the two 

in the idyll.12  

 

As we saw above, “A Traveller’s Tale” must be understood in terms of its performance of 

this romantic doubling: the relationship between Trisk the reporter and Vale the beautiful 

soul needs to be understood as a variation of the traditional romantic relationship between 

real and ideal.  However, a clear distance is to be found in the generic uptake of the story.  

Rather than rigidly enacting Schlegel’s hierarchical relationship between the three generic 

modalities - idyll at the top and satire at the bottom with elegy representing a kind of 

middling mode - “A Traveller’s Tale” asks its reader to move between the three modes 

without resting on or privileging any one of them.  The story is at once a satire of both that 

strange obsessive fascination necessary for advancement in the cultural industry as well as 

the problem of the appropriate choice of object of fascination - subject, always, to the 

dictates of the market, of fashion; an elegy lamenting the problem that though real and ideal 

(subject and object) may be poised in a relationship of balance, the origin of the object is 

always lost (though Trisk is unequivocal concerning the truth of the story when he hears it 

at Mrs Judge’s house, it will take considerable audacity to report it); as well as an idyll in 

the sense that the moment of the story-telling relationship is to be treasured - to be turned 

into “art”.  A flattening out then of the once vertical relationship between modalities. 

 

The figure of the “Beautiful Soul” has undergone a specific set of transformations by the 

time it appears as the figure of Alicia Vale in “A Traveller’s Tale”.  The precise contours of 

this transformation as they occur in the story can be detailed by tracing a series of key 

oppositions.   

 

Firstly the passage from the biography of the Diva where she meets her daughter after a ten 

year separation.  Alicia: 

 
shed tears, drew the child to her spiky breast, and claimed her as her own child recovered. 

 

Trisk glosses this passage for us in the following manner: 

                                                 
12  Friedrich Schlegel from Athenäum Fragment no 238 in Furst (1980) pp 6-7. 
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One sees how the scene might have gone.  The Diva in fact had played it before.  In 

Lucrezia (p 150). 

 

When this “great scene” - “of life’s coming at last to imitate art” - “was played out ... they 

came down to dusty daily existence” (p 150).  “Art”, in this context, stands in 

contradistinction to “life”.  This opposition between “art” and “dusty daily existence” is 

foreshadowed in a prophetic moment early in the establishment of the relationship between 

Mrs Judge and Trisk.  Mrs Judge’s strategy is to appropriate and deploy the Vale legend as 

the pretext for the production of a “fascination structure” with herself, rather than Alicia, at 

its centre: 

 
an enamel bracelet of exquisite red and gold, in the form of a serpent ... looked even more 

extraordinary among the breakfast litter of the table than it might have done in the museum 

where it belonged (p 137 emphasis added). 

 

Here, as above, there is both a specific context for what is deemed to be “art” (either the 

stage or the museum) and a specific and quite separate context for “dusty daily existence” 

(the “travelling circus” [p 150] or the “breakfast table”).  Whenever and wherever “art” and 

“life” are placed together, the incongruity establishes something “extraordinary”: what we 

called earlier a “site of significance”.  We recall here from our analysis of the peculiar 

geography of the prefatory map of the tale that “[e]very significant happening here belongs 

to the past and was of a geological nature (p 131 emphasis added)”.  The tense of the 

intransitive verb belongs is crucial, the Vale story retains the structure of the significant 

happening that belongs to the past but performs its work in the present.  The Vale story, 

however, enacts a transformation from the geological to the political - what matters are the 

events of human rather than geological history.  This romantic conception of “art” as “that 

which is significant” at times stands in tension with the conception of art as “continuous 

transformation of the commonplace” discussed earlier.  Transformation of the 

commonplace does not always necessarily mean “elevation” of the commonplace.13

                                                 
13   In a very suggestive essay,  Patrick Buckridge formulates an equivalent distinction in Malouf’s work in 
terms of the discourse of the sublime.  Buckridge contrasts two impulses at work in Malouf’s fiction, on the 
one hand a discourse of the sublime which has traditionally: 
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The figure of Alicia Vale itself incorporates the opposition between the “significant” 

(ideal) and the “commonplace” (real): 

 
a creature of mythical power and beauty, a princess with a gift of immortality or abrupt 

distinction in her, a bird of paradise, an avenging angel - though she might also on 

occasion and without one’s sensing the least disjunction, appear in the pages of the 

international scandal sheets, where her notorious language and ordinary, not to say vulgar 

affairs, like the exploits of the gods in their earthly passages, were transformed and 

redeemed by the glory that came trailing after. (pp 139-40 my emphasis) 

 

Furthermore: 

 
Nothing so convinces us of her ethereal majesty as the fact that she was also a hard-headed 

business woman, who swore like a navvy (and got away with it), drank three bottles of 

Guinness at breakfast ... (p 140) 

 

The structure of the opposition between “art” and “dusty daily existence” is repeated within 

the actual figure of Alicia Vale herself.  Vale is herself a “site of significance” because she 

is precisely the place where “ethereal majesty” and the “vulgar” commingle. 

 

Once again, Anne Freadman’s work helps sort out this issue: 

                                                                                                                                                     
functioned as a way of articulating a sense of the irreducible verticality of the human 
world.  Its presence in a culture insists that, for better or worse, enormous differences of 
value or significance exist - between people, between cultural products, between events - 
and need to be acknowledged ( Buckridge 1994: p 180). 
 

Buckridge notes, however, that: 
 

In its most recent development, though, Malouf’s sublime is made to function in a quite 
contrary fashion, as a means of conveying the ineffable value of “ordinariness” in all its 
forms (p 180)). 
 

Buckridge concludes that: 
 

Such hollowing-out of traditional aesthetic categories is a normal and necessary movement 
of adaptation and adjustment, especially for a writer working within a postcolonial culture 
(p 181). 
 

I agree with Buckridge’s argument that this hollowing out is a normal and necessary movement of adaptation 
and adjustment for contemporary writing, though the claim that postcolonial writing represents a special case 
remains problematic. 



    116 
  
 

The juxtaposition of Staël and Baudelaire allows me ... to delineate the problem at the heart 

of the Romantic project of aesthetic synthesis.  Baudelaire appears to be arguing for a 

separation of the vulgar from the noble, of life from art, since his rhetoric relies on a 

pointing up of the opposition.  Staël appears by contrast to be arguing for a blend.  But the 

provocation of Baudelaire’s self-consciously maverick stance consists in the claim that a 

cover-up results in a clean-up.  Both, it would seem, are concerned with crossing the 

boundary, but in different directions: ... achieve a view of humanity, or retrieve the illusion 

of divinity; correlatively, hide the artifice ... , or allow it to be known as the magic trick 

that it is ... Both, then, are proposing a “mixture” that privileges one or other term of the 

same opposition: the vulgar and the noble, life and art, nature and artifice, the human and 

the divine.  Low and high. (Freadman 1986: p 320)14

 

The romantic figure of Alicia Vale enacts precisely the opposition between “low” and 

“high” Freadman outlines.  Freadman's formulation makes it possible to account not merely 

for the mixing of the terms, but for the phenomenon of leakage across their boundaries.  On 

the one hand there are the “arts” of “everyday culture”, and on the other that “art” that 

takes itself to be a particularly privileged form of “culture” and which draws part of its 

authority from everyday culture.  We have already noted the manner in which “A 

Traveller’s Tale”, in the precise act of nominating itself as an “Art Tale”, privileges the 

latter term.  What “A Traveller’s Tale” brings to the opposition, however, is the 

examination of the relationship not just between the two terms high and low, but also the 

relationship of the two terms to the concept of “The Nation”. 

                                                 
14 Richard Dyer offers a compatible discussion of the paradox of extravagance and ordinariness in relation to 
stars in terms of two possible explanations: 
 

i) stars can be seen as ordinary people who live more expensively than the rest of us but 
are not necessarily transformed by this. 
 
ii) the wealth and success of the stars can be seen as serving to isolate certain human 
qualities (the qualities they stand for), without the representation of those qualities being 
muddied by material considerations or problems. 
 
Both (i) and (ii) fit with the notion that human attributes exist independently of material 
circumstances.  Stars may serve to legitimate such notions  (Dyer 1979: pp 49-50). 
 

In both examples the problem of stars is the problem of the relationship between real and the ideal.  Both 
explanations of the star that Dyer offers work in the generic mode of the idyll - stars achieve complete 
identity between real and ideal in the first example in “low” terms and in the second in “high” terms (“low” 
being commensurate with “real” and “high” with “ideal”).  “A Traveller’s Tale” clearly pushes the distinction 
far further than a simple recourse to the idyll. 
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This connection between ‘high’ and ‘low’ and the Nation was, at the time "A Traveller's 

Tale" was published, on the way to becoming something of a commonplace in Australian 

Commonwealth Government representations of the arts.  Witness for example Belinda 

Vaughan's contemporaneous discussion: 
 

‘High Art’ does not flourish in a vacuum ... ‘High Art’ can only flourish in a healthy 

climate of appreciation amongst a knowledgeable community which sympathises with and 

cares for the values which it explores and the medium in which it is expressed.  The 

practice of arts, therefore, on the community level, and proliferation of classes and 

workshops in community houses, after-school programs, adult education programs and 

rehabilitation is, far from a trivial distraction from the practice of ‘real art’, a vital and 

powerful force in the development of art and culture in the community as a whole. 

(Vaughan 1986: pp 10-11) 

 

Vaughan goes on to make the case that: 
 

Within the concept of ‘pursuit of excellence’ there needs to be a broad perspective which 

encompasses the new and the different; without this perspective ‘high art’ lies in jeopardy, 

ultimately to be fossilised and atrophied, deprived of mainstream energy ... In addition, the 

concept of cultural life existing as a continuum of circulating energy, where each level of 

practice and appreciation contributes to the health and life of the whole, is essential for the 

growth and maintenance of a strong artistic and intellectual heritage.  In this context 

‘multi-cultural’ most firmly implies ‘cross-cultural’, that is, the interaction of strong and 

well-developed artistic modes, each confident of its own identity, and aware of its 

potential.  When such cultural patterns are swept together by cross-currents of interaction a 

powerful creative force is generated.  The strength of cultivating the individual styles and 

arts of diverse peoples lies in the power which this lends to that interaction; truly 

distinctive aesthetic qualities, skills and values, developed to the full, must interact 

powerfully and productively on all levels in an active and open society.  In the long run, 

vital and creative elements from a complexity of genres produce a rich fabric of 

intellectual and artistic strength on which the cultural life and identity of a people is built. 

(Vaughan 1986: 10-11) 

 

Perhaps this is an overly romantic conception of the identity of the people and the active 

and open society, perhaps also an overly utopian faith in the manner in which the different 

cross-cultural patternings sweeping together will produce powerful new forms of life, 
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growth and health - “the nation” representing the total economy of this energy.  What is 

important to note, however, is that in the very act of privileging “high culture” and the 

pursuit of excellence, governmental discourse usefully elaborates a model of mass leakage 

between boundaries as well as the absolutely fundamental necessity of the “lower” of the 

terms to the “higher”.  In this regard Malouf cannot be said to stand outside a 

governmental, nation-building discourse15. 

 

 

3/.  WHO IS THIS WE? 

 

In order to understand the tripartite relationship between high, low and the Nation as it 

operates in Malouf’s discussion, we need to consider the question of the “us” who are so 

convinced of Vale’s “ethereal majesty” (p 140) - the “we” who are in fact persuaded by the 

low/high opposition, and who don’t sense “the least disjunction”, the “we” with the 

capacity, in Freadman’s terms, to posit a “blend” between levels.   

 

The historical figure Dame Nellie Melba, who is mentioned in one of Trisk’s lists (which 

also includes Vale) (p 140), serves in some senses as a model for the Vale figure.  It is well 

known that “The Australian Public” has demonstrated an immense fascination with the 

more vulgar components of the Melba legend. (Bertrand 1982: p 79) “A Traveller’s Tale” 

situates itself with respect to this problematic.  Trisk, as narrator, represents not a mythical 

nor even an imagined “Australian Public”, but is rather an embodied representative of the 

governmental institution whose primary concern is precisely the maintenance and 

dissemination of “National Culture”: 

 
It is one of my duties as an emissary of the Arts to bring news of our national culture to 

this slow back-water (p 131). 

 

                                                 
15   More recently, introduced by Paul Keating's Knowledge Nation and continued by the present liberal 
government, there has been a shift of attention away from arts production to the creation of higher levels of 
demand on the part of consumer.  Thus it is possible now for the current prime minister to say things such as: 
"the higher education sector should be concerned with the commercialisation of good ideas, the creation of 
new market opportunities and proper response to the needs of the economy" and "there should be a search for 
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This is patently never anything less than an exasperating occupation: 

 
Bridging the gap is all very well, but there is a limit to what a man can do with the 

discovery poems of Douglas Stewart and a slide evening with William Dobell  (p132). 

 

and  

 
I will be left presenting my Brett Whitely extravaganza to the wife of the Methodist 

minister, a retired timbergetter who is rewriting the works of Henry Lawson and the 

hapless two-year incumbent of the one-teacher school (p 133). 

 

National Culture is here represented by a motley set of “canonical” authors and artists, 

Whitely apparently serving to invigorate the traditional canon by providing it with a certain 

modernity and self-styled libertarian radicality, while Trisk’s somewhat resistant audience 

is made up of a comically heterogeneous mix of those in the “bush” who most closely 

approximate the various cultural industries.  These include, most significantly, the church, 

and more specifically its traditional moral heart - the “wife of the minister”.  Furthermore 

they include the reluctant representative of the department of education, and the aspiring 

“bush” or traditionally “nationalist” writer of “bush balladism” who is on the receiving end 

of Trisk’s bitchy comment.    

 

For Trisk, on this kind of excursion: 

 
Most difficult of all are places like Karingai where the population is ‘mixed’ - that is, part 

Australian, part Italian, part Aboriginal, part Indian; and worst of all is Karingai itself, 

where even the Indian population is split into sects that worship at rival temples. (p 132) 

 

Trisk clearly recognises that the existence of “the multicultural” as well as indigenous 

culture represent a never-ending problem for an Australian National Culture understood in 

its hegemonic, canonical form.   

 

                                                                                                                                                     
markets for Australian cultural products offshore" (quoted in Horne 2001: p 138).  Donald Horne makes a 
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Multi-culturalism has also provided something of a problem in the critical uptake of 

Malouf.  As opposed to the almost routine critical emphasis on postcolonial issues, multi-

cultural  issues in Malouf’s work have only been taken up in any detail in the work of 

Samar Attar.16  Attar’s attention is, however, primarily focussed on the notion of exile 

rather than on the national culture.  Attar (1994) cites, but doesn’t discuss, a letter Malouf 

sent him in 1987: 
 

I don’t fit very well into the “ethnic mould” and probably can’t be made to do so.  I am an 

Australian and Australian writer, who writes, from however peculiar and angle, about the 

central experiences of Australian life ... I am increasingly impatient with people whose 

eyes are still directed towards England or Europe, as if the real stuff of culture was there.  

A people’s culture is where they are or nowhere.  Culture isn’t a commodity that can be 

imported, it’s a matter of daily use.17  

 

Two points emerge from this quotation.  First, and obviously reinforcing the logic of “A 

Traveller’s Tale”, Malouf comes out squarely on the side of understanding culture in terms 

of “daily use”.   

 

Secondly, Malouf’s comments point to his clear commitment to the notion of an Australian 

National Culture as well as his concern with what he perceives to be its “central 

experiences”, a notion which takes account of the lack of fit between this and the notion of 

the ethnic writer.  I don’t think we can look to Malouf to shed much light on the problem of 

the lack of clear fit in the relationship between traditional hegemonic Australian national 

culture and multi-culturalism.  In an interesting and audacious strategic move, Malouf 

simply takes the position of and speaks from what postcolonial criticism inevitably refers to 

as the “centre”.  Malouf, by virtue of his skilled deployment of the genre of the “art tale”, 

seizes, appropriates, and transforms the discourses of “the centre (whether Europe/England 

or Australia/National)” rather than, in a futile manner, transgresses, destabilises, subverts, 

inverts and writes back to “the centre” from a derealised aesthetic position of isolation at 

this or that multi-cultural margin.  This is one of the reasons why Malouf manages to 

remain a fascinating figure for left and right alike. 

                                                                                                                                                     
withering critique of such "twaddle" (see pp 137-41). 
16  see Attar (1988) and (1994). 
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As a result of the evident incommensurability of the relationship between hegemonic 

nationalism and multi-culturalism, Trisk’s manner of dealing with the pressing problem of 

the multi-cultural community is to attempt as far as possible to leave it well alone.  This is 

understandable in that as we have pointed out Trisk is acting as a functionary, a 

representative of the singular “national culture.”  However, another reason for this 

“quietism” might best be understood by considering the fact that there appears to be an 

influential critique of Australian Government multi-cultural arts policy which is best 

exemplified by the kinds of arguments made by Sneja Gunew: 
 

In Australian government policy circles, for example, attempts to implement access and 

equity decrees relating to multiculturalism glibly solve existing inequalities by piously 

promising to communicate and ‘outreach’ with the ‘ethnic communities’.  There is no 

attempt to understand that these communities themselves are fragmented by many kinds of 

differences, and that individuals have similarly complex affiliations”.18

 

Gunew, in making so much of the concepts of difference and fragmentation, inherits a 

certain anarchism in which social distance - the dispersion of the neighbourhood - is the 

condition of oppression, arbitrariness, and vice.  Governments, in their incapacity to 

mediate the differences internal to different communities, manage to hold their subjects 

physically so far apart that those subjects are incapable of feeling themselves to be together 

in the same space.  This is an issue to which we will need to return, but for the moment we 

can sketch its effects.  Firstly - what is Gunew’s expectation of Government?  Is 

government supposed to mediate every single difference between the members of its 

communities?  How, precisely, is it supposed to do this?  The stated aim of the Office of 

Multicultural affairs was, after all, “managing the consequences of cultural diversity” in the 

interests of “social harmony”. (see Blonski 1992: p1)  This, needless to say, is one of the 

real historical concerns with which Malouf’s work deals.  Secondly, Gunew, in this 

formulation, appears to throw the multi-cultural baby out with the dirty bath-water of 

difference - there is no point in having multi-culturalism as any kind of governmental 

concept if nominal communities are perceived as being “fragmented by many kinds of 

                                                                                                                                                     
17   cited in Attar (1994) p 68. 
18 Gunew (1993) p 454. 
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difference”.  Analysis would need to proceed at the level of Gunew’s “multiplicities of 

difference” rather than at the level of multi-cultural difference.  These “multiplicities of 

difference” then operate as a kind of infinite regress, they provide no stable point at which 

any form of governmental calculation can be made. 

 

Consequently, in “A Traveller’s Tale”, the difficult opposition between “National Culture” 

and “Multi/Indigenous Culture” - difficult for both the point of view sympathetic to 

conservative conceptions of the national culture as well as from an oppositional position 

defending multi-culturalism - is, by a kind of sleight of hand, subsumed under a more 

general and simple opposition between the metropolitan centre and the province.  In “the 

provinces”: 

 
The Arts, out here, mean[s] Cookery, of which the higher forms are cake-decoration and 

the ornamental bottling of carrots (p 133). 

 

The low vs high genres opposition then is transformed by “A Traveller’s Tale” into a 

notion of the “arts’ as opposed to popular or folk arts.  The rules of operation for “the Arts” 

as defined by the national culture, differ from and are, despite all attempts at hegemony, 

always already ignored by the provinces.   

 

The final link in this chain can be grasped by considering another key opposition operating 

in the figure of Alicia Vale: 

 
Not for her the tragic destiny of a Phar Lap or Les Darcy, done to death, their proud hearts 

broken by foreigners.  They’re a tougher breed than the men, these colonial girls: the 

Alicia’s, the Melba’s, the Marjories, the Joans.  They conquer the world and come home to 

die in the suburbs (p140). 

 

The notion of the “National Culture” is here widened to included the issue of “Colonial 

Culture”.  This move displaces the issue of the relationship between “National Culture” and 

global culture.  Trisk, though a “representative” of the “culture business”, has spent plenty 

of time in the colonies: 
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twenty years as an expatriate with the British Council in Sarawak, Georgetown, Abadan; a 

stint at a West African University ... [and] at fifty-six I have no firm foot on the ladder (p 

132). 

 

The full equation posited by “A Traveller’s Tale” then is that a marginal representative of 

the “National Culture” nevertheless brings it to the “Provinces” (which, apart from equally 

marginalised elements of that culture, basically ignores that “National Culture”), with the 

“National Culture” itself, in terms of the “rest of the world”, being marginalised.19   

 

“A Traveller’s Tale” is addressed to Trisk’s “colleagues” (p 155), not to the people of 

“places like Karingai”.  The centre speaks to itself, and more importantly, this centre is 

heterogeneous.  Clear from this is that the centre/margin opposition is a relation that is 

reproduced from point to point by the act of travelling - travelling is the process that divests 

a centre of its centrality.  This operates both in the geographical and the cultural senses that 

I have been outlining, but also in terms of the romantic figure.  The romantic figure of 

Alicia Vale is the centre of the story as well as the figure who conquer the “rest of the 

world”, but she is reproduced and transformed from telling to telling.   

 

 

 

4/.  INTERPRETING THE ORIGIN 

 

The phenomenon of the reproduction of the “Vale” story and its transformation from telling 

to telling can be analysed by considering the way in which the story as a whole theorises 

the notion of interpretation.  As well as being a figure entangled in problems of the nexus 

                                                 
19  Laurie Hergenhan (1984) has made the point that the relationship between centre and margin, or centre 
and edge as he defines it, is a central thematic issue in Malouf’s work.  Leigh Dale and Helen Gilbert rightly 
make the point that centre and edge are in a constantly shifting relationship in Malouf’s work.  This constant 
shifting, they argue, works to deconstruct white imperial notions of Australia’s “dead heart” and “empty 
centre”, and is also: 
 

not so much the “endless deferral” of poststructuralist fame, but rather a process of 
“endless referral” wherein the tropes of restrained imperial sexuality and the colonised 
landscape are re-visioned through the presentation of an intensely localised and often 
eroticised experience so that place and personal history become meaningful in terms of 
each other ( Dale and Gilbert 1994: pp 86-87). 
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between “art” and “culture”, Alicia Vale figures the relationship between “art” and 

“interpretation”.  Alicia is a singer which means that by definition she earns her living 

acting as an “interpreter” of other people’s work.  Her career is indeed predicated upon the 

work of interpretation.  Let us consider the precise manner in which questions of aesthetics 

and interpretation are examined in the story as a whole. 

 

An examination of the “biography” of Alicia Vale in terms of the questions it raises in 

terms of interpretation reveals that: 

 
the catalogue is incomplete. (p 140) 

 

Nobody in fact knows where Vale was in nineteen hundred and six; the whole year is a 

blank. (p 138) 

 

Operating here is a notion that the biography of the artist contains a number of gaps and 

blanks that require work, on the part of a spellbound reader, or, more precisely, an 

authoritative interpreter, to fill in.20  These gaps and blanks function as an invitation.  They 

offer anyone who is capable of completing them or of filling them in the possibility of 

taking a turn at the centre of the general “structure of fascination”. 

 

“A Traveller’s Tale” offers, in tandem with a description of the figure of the artist, a history 

of interpretative accounts of the artist.  There are several accounts of the “blanks” in the 

biography for the year of 1906: 

 
The theory is that she had a minor breakdown and was hiding out in the south of France.  

More romantic commentators suggest a trip to China in the company of a Crown Prince, or 

a time in Persia with an Armenian munitions manufacturer who later, it is true, brought her 

a house in Hampstead and her first motor. (p 138) 

 

The structure of this opposition between “the theory” and “more romantic commentators” 

is significant in that it repeats exactly that which I discussed above as a structuring 

                                                 
20  Patrick Buckridge points out that “the concept of the gap - together with slight variants like discontinuity, 
disjunction, severance, and lack - is to be found literally everywhere in Malouf’s work” Buckridge 1986: p 
49).   
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principle of the Vale figure itself: “dusty daily existence” here parallels the “theory” of a 

minor nervous breakdown, while the domain of “Art” parallels the more speculative 

accounts produced by the “romantic commentators”.  Trisk, interestingly, despite his 

bewitchment by the romantic myth-making of the diva, places himself firmly on the side of 

“the theory” rather than the "romantic" accounts.  The solution to the “blank” provided by 

the figure of Mrs Judge is both commonplace (the diva became pregnant and had to take 

time off to give birth to a child) and at the same time romantic, bringing into history the 

romance of the “commonplace” Mrs Judge’s story. 

 

It is impossible then to separate the figure of Vale herself from this interpretative history.  

The gaps are built into the figure, they are essential components of it.  The question raised 

by the intervention of “A Traveller’s Tale” itself in this “history” (both interpretative and 

biographical) can be formulated as follows - what is the status of the statement that “no 

one, so far as I know, has mentioned Australia (p 138)”?  This is the opportunity for Trisk 

to make an original contribution to this history - in other words to become, literally, part of 

the history which would, in his own words, help him climb “the ladder” of the culture 

business. 

 

If the gaps in the straight-forward narrative account of Vale’s biography provide a set of 

technical problems that enable the very possibility of an interpretative history, even more 

problematic are the accounts of Vale’s actual origin.  Trisk, the enthusiastic researcher, 

supplies us with a long catalogue of conflicting accounts of origin: 

 
In the early days ... she had let journalists tell people whatever they wanted to hear; to 

dream up previous lives for her that were appropriate to Odabella and Semiramis ... her 

father was said to be a nephew of Napoleon, who had settled in New South Wales in the 

Fifties and married a local heiress.  Later her parents were saltimbanques in a travelling 

circus, Hungarian Jews, and she had been born on the Dunolly goldfields ... Later again ... 

(which again may or may not be true) she came from a poor farming family near Bega and 

offered romantic views of herself wandering about the paddocks and singing as she 

brought in the cows. (pp 142-43) 

 

Adrian’s analysis of this material is extremely sophisticated: 
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The versions of her past that are promulgated tend to mirror her current status.  It is only 

later in life, when she has abandoned her more extravagant roles and become a household 

favorite, that the farmgirl appears. (p 143) 

 

If the “romantic views of herself” that are offered are interpreted in terms of what was 

above called “the theory”, then the romantic notions of art and the artist promulgated by 

both the figure of Vale herself as well as the “legend” (or “history” as I have been 

describing it), have an important seductive function.  The Romantic, speculative nature of 

the legend is an absolutely central component in its “fascination structure”, it is, as it were, 

one of the key elements of the structure that work to “keep us fascinated”.  Vale is a 

romantic figure precisely because the structure of the legend deploys a particularly 

romantic ideology of art - the Alicia Vale figure has to be kept at the centre of the legend in 

order to function as both the auteur of the legend as well as its authorising figure.  Though 

she functions as centre, auteur and authorisation, Trisk makes it absolutely clear that Vale 

does not function as the origin of the story - the origin is not arche and telos,21 rather it is a 

function of any particular moment of “telling”. 

 

Trisk, though, bears a somewhat complicated, dare I say marginal, relationship to the 

fascination structure in general.  I have already noted his transcription of the catalogue of 

accounts of origin as well as his analysis of the status of the catalogue.  What follows this 

passage is a highly speculative series of sharp reversals which freely indulge more romantic 

accounts.  In order to highlight the sharpness of these reversals I shall list and number these 

accounts selectively : 

 
1/.  Did she really marry at nineteen the keeper of a small-town hardware store ... What 

happened to the man?  Why didn’t he come forward in the days of her ascendancy ... ?  

Did she pay him off?  Did he never realize that the great Vale and his sullen bride were 

one? ...  

 

                                                 
21  Derrida (1976) describes the “entire naive philosophy of the idea-sign” as represented by Rousseau, as 
arche and telos. (p 277). 
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2/.  And in a way of course, none of this matters.  It is part of the legend that she exploded into 

the consciousness of an adoring public ... As well ask what Norma or Lucrezia Borgia 

were doing between seven and thirteen as imagine the Diva’s childhood ...  

 

3/.  Was she the mistress, the morganatic wife even, of the Comte de Paris?  Did she marry and 

then abandon the Armenian munitions manufacturer?  Her relationship with the court at St 

Petersburg was close enough for her to have had access to some of its most exclusive 

circles; but whether or not this was based on her quite unprecedented success in the theatre 

there or on some more personal tie cannot be confirmed ...  

 

4/.  Whether she herself believed the stories that circulated about her or was simply satisfied to 

be what she had become, we shall never know.  But there had been a childhood - parents 

and a home; there must even have been an original and quite ordinary name.  But they were 

her secret  (pp 143-44) [emphasis added]. 

 

Trisk, whose occupation includes the work of both performing as a representative of the 

‘Arts’ or ‘National Culture’ while at the same time acting as both a ‘critic and a historian’ 

of that culture, is finally unable to decide what his appropriate function might be: is his job 

to interpret the history of the Diva, or simply to describe it?  Does he, in fact, just make the 

story up and thus, according to a certain definition, become a writer of literature himself? 

(‘She couldn’t have been more appropriate if he’d invented her.  But then he did, didn’t 

he?” [p 155]).  By considering Mrs Judge we can consider these questions. 

 

 

5/.  MRS JUDGE’S STORY 

 

“Though the rumours were many, there were no facts” (p 144).  This is not a call for critical 

nihilism or extreme relativism.  Rather, in keeping with the notion of the gap, it is an 

invitation to the reader to offer an adequate contextualization of the Diva.  Trisk, in an 

appropriately pluralistic fashion, grants that  

 
Mrs Judge’s story, improbable as it might be, was not irreconcilable with the known facts.  

No story could be.  Nor was it too wild to be believed. [p 145]  
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The passage repeats Trisk’s general oscillation between fact and judgement.  It also offers a  

precise reading model: the well known reception theory notion of the text as constituted by 

a series of gaps, the role of the reader being the act of filling in those gaps.22  The stake that 

Trisk has in this is his desire to write a “full biography” (p 139).  It is this gap-filled 

structure without origin which allows for the continual possibility of a secret and the 

infinite deferral of its revelation that provides the motor by which the fascination structure 

is able to continue to perform its work. 

 

In order to stake her claim within the general fascination structure, Mrs Judge relies on the 

standard tactic of deferring the final revelation: 

 
‘You’ve told ‘im then,’ the man said ...  

‘Yes, I’ve told ‘im.  Not the whole of it but. (p 141 my emphasis) 

 

It comes as no surprise to find that just as the figure of the Diva is fundamentally 

constituted by rumour, so too is the figure of Mrs Judge: 

 
The rumour is that she is herself part-Indian and the man part Aboriginal. (p 147) 

 

If we have here then this “doubling” of the figures of Alicia Vale/Mrs Judge in terms both 

of “secrets” and “rumours”, the act of narrative transformation that takes place in a 

“Traveller’s Tale” is the displacement of the figure of Alicia Vale as the centre of the 

fascination structure to the figure of Mrs Judge, who is enabled, through Trisk’s mediation, 

to take over the centre.  Trisk’s mediation is crucial to this activity as he is the 

representative of the “Culture Industry” and thus authorises the transformation.  This 

transformation is also mediated by what I termed above the “history” of Alicia Vale: 

 
‘You can put that down now,’ she told me, indicating the bracelet. 

‘We’re talking about me.’ (p 139 my emphasis) 

 

Mrs Judge: 

 

                                                 
22  The work of Wolfgang Iser (1974) and (1978) has been central in popularising this notion.   
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has appeared at last to claim her place in the glittering tale.(p 141 my emphasis) 

 

The bracelet, the glittering tale, and Mrs Judge herself become the agents of fascination.  

This is where the name Vale makes its sense in the story.  Not only is Vale phonemically 

equivalent to veil, this is a valedictory story of farewell and loss, the point where we say 

goodbye to Alicia Vale and, through the mediation of Trisk/Trist  (“I was used to the little 

confusion about my name [p 133]” is phonemically equivalent to “tryst” - 

meeting/engagement/rendezvous), welcome Mrs Judge. 

 

Trisk is explicit about this transformation: 

 
What could it mean, sixty years after the event, thirty years after the main character was 

dead? - No, that was wrong.  She was the main character (p 146). 

 

What becomes important now is “her story” (p 147): “this is Mrs Judge’s story” (p 154-55).  

Mrs Judge takes her place as the centre of attention of the “fascination structure”, with both 

Trisk as well as Mr Judge in the position of being the fascinated males who surround her. 

 

The centrality of Mrs Judge’s story raises the question of the narrative situation or 

“appropriate context” that gives point to the telling of that story.  This works in several 

different ways.  First and most obviously we can describe the manner in which what 

amounts to being a contractual relationship between the participants in the story-telling 

relationship is established, in the first place in the church hall: 

 
‘If you don’t mind, Mr Trist, I’d appreciate a few words.  You might ‘ear somethin’ t’ yer 

advantage.’ 

It was the legal phrase that startled me. (p 133 my emphasis) 

 

and 

 
‘I can’t talk here, it isn’t the right place.  But I reckon you’ll be interested in some 

information I got.’ (p 134 my emphasis) 

 

and secondly on Trisk’s arrival at Mrs Judge’s house: 
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‘As I was saying’, she began, as if our conversation of the previous evening had never 

been interrupted.  ‘I got information t’give, seein’ as yer interested in ‘er.’ (p 137) 

 

Trisk enters into the story-telling contract only by an appeal to his own self-interest and 

advantage.  That some kind of exchange is involved, is clearly signalled by Mrs Judge’s 

“driven look” (p 136), as well as the comments that she make upon his arrival at her house: 

“I reckoned you wouldn’ let me down” (p 137). 

 

There is an important element of setting, a geographical context, operating here.  The house 

in which the story gets told is: 

 
One of five unpainted weather-boards on high stumps, it stood apart from the rest of the 

town on a narrow ridge. (p 136) 

 

I have already gone some way towards unpacking the problem of centre/margin as it 

functions in “A Traveller’s Tale”, it is sufficient to say here that according to this logic the 

story itself gets told on the “margins” of Karingai (Mrs Judge does not tell the tale in the 

church, which might well figure one of the social, institutional and aesthetic centre of the 

town).  This then signals a further repetition of the logic of displacement I have been 

tracing. 

 

After relating her story at this marginal location, Mrs Judge discusses the question of its 

significance: 

 
‘My Indians,’ she said smiling, and stood holding them up for me to see.  More visible 

proof.  There was a moments pause while she let it sink in.  “So then,” she said, “what will 

it mean?’ 

   I didn’t know.  What could it mean, sixty years after the event, thirty years after the main 

character was dead? - No, that was wrong.  She was the main character. 

   ‘I don’t know,’ I told her, a little alarmed by the possibilities, and not only for her.  

‘We’ll have to see’. (p 146) 
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This passage repeats the pattern that we observed in the prefatory map of the text: 

observation followed by interpretation.  Equally the passage illustrates the work of 

semiosis, the story is in a state of transformation and cannot, as we have observed, be tied 

to an origin.  The story can only be interpreted in terms of its contemporary telling to an 

audience.  In the terms of the historical debate I outlined above, “A Traveller’s Tale” thus 

falls on the side of interpretation over description.  That this is not an easy task is signalled 

by Trisk’s alarm at the possibility of his own intervention in the general legend.  That any 

“real” notion of origin (except in terms of its acting as a function of the circulation of the 

legend in the present) has become completely lost in the recirculation of the story is clear 

from Trisk’s discussion with Mrs Judge’s husband: 

 
‘Oh she wants people t’know at last.  Who she is.’  He shook his head at some further view 

of his own that he did not articulate, though he wrestled with it.  ‘I suppose it means she’ll 

go back, eh?  To them others.’ 

   Which others?  Who could he mean?  Who did he think was out there - out where? - that 

she could go back to?  Didn’t he realise that sixty years had slipped by, in which day by 

day a quite different story had been unfolding, in the papers and out of them, that involved 

millions and was still not finished and held us all in its powerful suspense? (p 153) 

 

Trisk is employing a sophisticated narrativization of “world” events in order to question Mr 

Judge’s naive notion that we can unproblematically “go back” and retrieve the past.  There 

is, however, in the notion of a single, central story unfolding, a will to totalisation on the 

part of a transcendental subject described neatly in Lyotard’s (1984) characterisation of 

what he terms the modernist project.23  Any particular act of story-telling is embedded in 

this larger (unfinished and historical) one.   

 

The wider point that emerges from my meticulous empirical work of observation, careful 

recording, transcription and analysis is an unsurprising one - the argument that “A 

Traveller’s Tale” makes is that the work of description and contextualization is not of itself 

enough.  “A Traveller’s Tale” admonishes us to theorise our relationship to our history in 

terms of our continuity with it.  This conclusion is unsurprising given the generic status of 

‘A Traveller’s Tale” as an art tale.  History, in terms of this genre, must be understood in 

                                                 
23  see in particular Lyotard (1984)  pp 31-37. 
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terms of its symbolic significance to the present, the romantic literary can conceptualise the 

historical in no other way.   

 

6/.  HISTORY AND THE POSTCOLONIAL CIVILISING MISSION 

 

In what ways has Malouf criticism typically theorised history?  In an exemplary collection 

of contemporary critical essays entitled Provisional Maps: Critical Essays on David 

Malouf, three positions emerge.  I want to analyse each of these positions in terms of their 

value in discussing the problems that are raised in and by “A Traveller’s Tale”.  First, the 

position enunciated by Andrew Taylor in his analysis of Malouf’s novel Fly Away Peter: 

 
If we read Fly Away Peter in terms of what it may have to say about Australian history, it 

suggests that history is not a process of accretive change, nor of dialectic [sic] 

development.  It would not even be accurate to say that it suggests that history is cyclic.  

Rather, history seems to be a matter of detour and return, of deviation from some prior 

state or condition to which a return, no matter how traumatic or delayed, is inevitable. 

(Taylor 1994: p37) 

 

To explain this “return”, Taylor, in a move uncannily reminiscent of the work of the 

influential American psychoanalyst Norman O. Brown (1959), proposes a generalised 

psycho-analytic account of the structure of history. This conception of history is then 

applied to Malouf’s fiction.  The “return” is theorised in two ways: on the one hand a 

recourse to Freud’s notion of the Uncanny, the return of the repressed, and on the other a 

return to “the state of the Lacanian Imaginary, [the (non) place] in which the symbolic 

mediation of language necessary for adult living can now, finally, be set aside”.  Although 

for Taylor the protagonists of various of Malouf’s novels only come into states of “varying 

degrees of repossession of it at the moment of death”,24 Taylor argues that the notion of the 

return “poses a challenge to any notion of “history” that one might want to discern within 

[the novels]”. (pp 38-39)25  At bottom this argument is a simple variation of Dever’s 

                                                 
24   Both quotations in Nettelbeck (1994) p 38. 
25 Taylor concludes his discussion with a meditation upon “that ‘other history’ which is not historical at all, 
not even an alternative history, but is History’s Other, the denial of history in the name of the Unhistorical” (p 
49).  Buckridge’s notion of the “horizontal sublime” captures the same movement without buying into the 
dialectic between history and its Other. 
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argument concerning maps that we encountered earlier, replacing her challenge to 

cartography with a challenge to history - Malouf once again posited as an agent facilitating 

the subversion of this or that dominant and homogenous discourse in the name of a higher 

though infinitely vague historical or cartographic principle.  Taylor’s concept of the 

“return” does not at all square with the logic we discerned operating in “A Traveller’s 

Tale”.  In its most anodyne form, this logic dictates that the historical origin was never 

clear in the first place and that in the constant retelling it recedes further and further away 

from us, while in its most radical form the origin is never, and can never be, anything other 

than a function of a particular telling of the tale.  There is no inevitable return to the origin 

in the Maloufian account because the origin was always a function and never originary. 

 

Peter Pierce makes a different case concerning history, arguing that: 

 
The signature of Malouf’s imagining of history (and an essential source of the pathos of 

his fiction) is the apprehension of all that affiliates his characters with a past that is yet lost 

forever. (Pierce 1994: p 183) 

 

This would seem somewhat closer to the Maloufian formulation - Pierce’s argument goes 

some way toward explaining some of the pathos connected to particular issues taken up in 

“A Traveller’s Tale”, in particular Trisk’s strange and somewhat muted conversation with 

Mr Judge, where Trisk wonders, on hearing Mr Judge’s concerns that his wife’s story 

becoming publicised will lead her to go back “to them others”. 
 

However, this is only one minor strand of the issues taken up “A Traveller’s Tale”: Trisk is 

clearly sympathetic to the pathos of Mr Judge’s imaginings, but it is not at all the idea that 

the past is “lost forever” that circulates most widely in the story in relation to history, 

rather, the central issue regarding history is as we have seen the issue of “how to get a piece 

of the action” - how to make history work for you. 

 

Amanda Nettelbeck applauds Malouf for practicing the (romantic) poststructural virtues of 

narrative open-endedness (because of the “postcolonial impulse of Malouf’s work: colonial 

patriarchy’s tradition of claiming space, and thereby the conditions of knowledge, is made 

questionable by a continual evasion of resolution” Nettelbeck 1994: p 107] as well as the 
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work of the “unbalancing of (spatial, temporal, historical) assumptions”.  However, on the 

very same page Nettelbeck censures Malouf’s work for its being:  

 
at the same time ultimately bound to a nostalgic desire for a fullness of identity which is 

grounded in the ideal of “Being as presence” ... an ideal which ... has long supported 

Western patriarchy’s project of colonialism, working to define the dominant social law 

against what it excludes. 

 

For the moment I want to hold off analyzing the manner in which Nettelbeck accuses 

Malouf of being bound to a nostalgic desire for a fullness of identity which is grounded in 

the ideal of “Being as presence” while at the same time condemning, from an ethical point 

of view, this “nostalgic desire” for its project of working to define law and the state in a 

simple and univocal manner (“Western patriarchy’s project of colonialism” defining 

“dominant social law against what it excludes”).  Nettelbeck’s argument relies on facing 

the big antinomies off against one another: Logocentric Western Colonial Patriarchy is 

lined up against poststructural evasions, questionings, unbalancings and displacements.   

 

Contemporary feminism has, in fact, recently been moving away from this kind of model. 

Rosemary Pringle has pointed out that “the search for overarching ‘systems’ or ‘logics’ of 

oppression is misplaced”. (Pringle 1995: p 210)26

 

                                                 
26 Judith Butler makes an equivalent point: 
 

The very notion of “patriarchy” has threatened to become a universalising concept that 
overrides or reduces distinct articulations of gender asymmetry in different cultural 
contexts.  As feminism has sought to become integrally related to struggles against racial 
and colonial oppression, it has become increasingly important to resist the colonizing 
epistemological strategy that would subordinate different configurations of domination 
under the rubric of a transcultural notion of patriarchy.  The articulation of the law of 
patriarchy as a repressive and regulatory structure also requires reconsideration from this 
critical perspective. (Butler 1990: p 35).   
 

Butler’s case is weakened, however, by the fact that at the very moment she dismantles the notion of 
patriarchy as a master discourse, she puts the concepts of “compulsory heterosexuality” and “the heterosexual 
matrix” firmly in its place.  Thus all of the charges she levels against the use of patriarchy as a master 
discourse can in turn be levelled at the notion of the “heterosexual matrix”.  Despite this, the work of these 
scholars is helpful in the critique of the notion of the play of a univocal and singular dominant and 
overarching oppression and its exclusions. 
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There are two major things that scholars who are seriously interested in issues of 

postcoloniality, poststructuralism and literature can learn from contemporary feminism.  

Firstly, following on from Pringle’s Foucauldian point that: 

 
What were once regarded as patriarchy’s key institutions, the family and the state, have 

undergone considerable changes and can no longer be treated as monolithic.  The question 

is not only whether we can talk about the patriarchal family or the patriarchal state, but 

whether we can talk about ‘family’ or ‘state’ at all as coherent or unified entities, let alone 

protagonists. (Pringle 1995: p 208) 

 

By deconstructing monolithic entities such as Logocentric Western Colonial Patriarchy (or 

correlates such as “Cartography” or “History”), postcolonial literary studies is in danger of 

relegating itself to the status of a marginal curiosity, a bizarre anachronistic display of 

tirelessly outflanking a monolithic entity that no longer - if it ever in fact did - exists. 

 

Nettelbeck goes on to argue that 

 
An aesthetic of romanticism is often invoked in Malouf’s work and functions symbolically, 

it seems, to put to rest that very colonial history of violence and exclusion; to move beyond 

a culture of division and to gesture towards tolerance and reconciliation.  What that 

aesthetic obscures, however, is that its apparently apolitical impulse is still bound to the 

very traditions it wants to review. (Nettelbeck 1994: pp 103-104)27

 

As we have seen Malouf’s work is rigorously tied to an aesthetic of romanticism.  It is 

unclear, however, whether speaks in the name of a higher and more ethical concept of 

tolerance and reconciliation that is free of contamination by romanticism, or whether she 

speaks in the name of a profound arche-historical ontological violence and exclusion.  My 

interest rather is the accusation that Malouf’s apparently apolitical impulse is bound to the 

very traditions it wants to review. Judith Butler provides some guidance here: 

 

                                                 
27 Peter Pierce’s somewhat forced interpretation of the conclusion of Remembering Babylon qualifies as a 
candidate par excellence for Nettelbeck’s critique, Pierce goes so far as to speak of all Australia being 
promised “an escape from history’s burden’s into a deathless world outside time” (Nettelbeck 1994: p 196). 
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The critical task for feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed 

identities; that conceit is the construction of an epistemological model that would disavow 

its own cultural location and, hence, promote itself as a global subject, a position that 

deploys precisely the imperialist strategies that feminism ought to criticise.  The critical 

task is, rather ... to affirm the local possibilities of intervention through participating in 

precisely those practices of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore present the 

immanent possibility of contesting them. (Butler 1990: p 147)28

 

I have already noted the manner in which Malouf, in the very act of de-investing the centre 

of its centrality by means of travelling, at the same time explicitly speaks from that centre.  

It is not a question of Malouf attempting to speak from a position “outside of constructed 

identities” (as if this were at all possible), but rather of “repeating” (and, in Malouf’s case 

at least, of reworking) the (always already in a state of transformation) practices of identity 

that constitute the identity of “the centre”: for example the manner in which “A Traveller’s 

Tale” enacts a constant transformation of the ready to hand.  These practices of identity 

include, centrally, in our case the practices of aesthetic romanticism.  Thus, for example, 

“A Traveller’s Tale” goes so far as to position Trisk as a “global subject” deploying 

“imperialist strategies” only in order to muddy the waters and contest that positioning.  

Similarly the romantic fascination structure operates in “A Traveller’s Tale” in the final 

analysis not as that upon which the gaze is arrested, but as a machine for producing the 

possibility of subsequent turn taking.  The reply to Nettelbeck’s more general argument 

                                                 
28  Butler (1990) p 147.  Butler’s “critical task” obviously relies on a certain Derrideanism, though it is not at 
all certain that Butler’s confidence in a “critical consciousness” participating in practices of repetition that 
constitute identity therefore contesting them is shared by Derrida’s work.  Thus, Derrida makes the case that: 
 

the opening of the question, the departure from the closure of a self-evidence, the putting 
into doubt of a system of oppositions, all these movements necessarily have the form of 
empiricism and of errancy.  At any rate, they cannot be described, as to past norms, except 
in this form.  No other trace is available, and as these errant questions are not absolute 
beginnings in every way, they allow themselves to be effectively reached, on one entire 
surface, by this description which is also a criticism.  We must begin wherever we are and 
the thought of the trace, which cannot not take the scent into account, has already taught us 
that it was impossible to justify a point of departure absolutely.  Wherever we are: in a text 
where we already believe ourselves to be (Derrida 1976: p 162). 
 

Certainly what Butler shares with Derrida is the emphasis upon an ironic empiricism - Butler clearly develops 
Derrida’s insistence on the description which is an criticism (a movement we attempted  to follow in Malouf  
by insisting on the  relationship between description and interpretation),  as well as on his insistence on the 
“wherever we are”.  However the relationship to empiricism is understood quite differently by both writers.  
Empiricism for Butler is that which the critical consciousness (which, by definition, “escapes” empiricism) 
inhabits, infinitely aware of its difference from that which it mimics.  Derrida is, as always, far more 
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then is that of course Malouf invokes an aesthetic of romanticism and of course that 

aesthetic is bound to the traditions Malouf’s work is reviewing and, in certain very limited 

ways, displacing. Malouf reminds us of a modest criticism that would see genuine tolerance 

and reconciliation as desirable liberal (small l) civic virtues that are far from apolitical in 

their effects. 

 

 

7/.  CONCLUSION 

 

“A Traveller’s Tale” is a remarkably deft and ironic representation of the complexities and 

incoherences associated with the practice of nation-building through literature and 

“culture”, particularly when operating almost entirely within the boundaries of the Meanjin 

“world of ideas”.  Unprincipled formalism, while certainly marking the manner in which 

the text provides scope for the formation of literary subjectivities around it, also marks the 

manner in which Malouf’s text draws attention to three limitations, at this time, to such 

literary thinking. 

 

First, the relationship between the nation and multi-culturalism remains a clear and evident 

problem.  At the current time there is clearly no possibility of a general return to 

assimilationist policy, this despite Howard's virtually identical notion of “practical 

reconciliation”, and despite an official governmental rhetoric that refuses to ever use the 

term multi-culturalism (on these issues see Manne 2001).  The reason for this is very 

simple.  There is no univocal and heterogeneous national culture into which any person or 

group may be assimilated.  For the Meanjin cultural formation, multi-culturalism represents 

an advance over the inward looking xenophobia of the assimilationist self-styled centre-

right, currently almost indistinguishable from the far-right.  Left-liberal multi-culturalism 

also marks an advance over the neo-liberal right in the sense that it is not merely driven by 

self-interested economic motivations.  Rather, it includes a set of hard won but quite 

ordinary ethical commitments including respect, tolerance, belief in the value of diversity 

(as opposed to monoculture) and an openness towards difference, minimally to the degree 

that one can always learn something from another culture. 

                                                                                                                                                     
circumspect - “no other trace is available”.   
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“A Traveller’s Tale” alerts us to the manner in which the Meanjin literary cultural 

formation has failed to sell its ethical commitment - both to the xenophobic as well as to 

the neo-liberal right.  postcolonial criticism has a clear ethical commitment to the above set 

of virtues, however the postcolonial deconstruction of the idea of the nation as 

fundamentally locked into a set of imperialist and imperialising discourses perhaps leaves 

us with a few hybridised identities but very little else with which to act.  Unprincipled 

formalism must part company with postcolonialism at this point: why give nation-building 

completely over to the xenophobic right neo-white Australianism or to the neo-liberals and 

their endless sporting events and train-lines in the desert, particularly when socially 

conservative neo-liberalism fails to grasp the very basic point that the aspiration to 

globalisation carries with  it a multi-cultural agenda?29   

 

The multi-cultural critique, as represented by Gunew, is, unfortunately, just as bad.  By 

critiquing government for failing to discriminate between different interest groups within 

multi-cultural unities, in other words by failing to respect the structures of liberal 

representative democracy (which, despite its multiple flaws, is really all we’ve got), 

Gunew’s multi-culturalism relegates itself to a derealised anarchic utopian plane that is 

equally incapable of contesting the political in any meaningful way.  Malouf’s calm 

apprehension of the “central experiences of Australian life” represents one strategy for the 

continuance of multi-cultural work. 

 

Second the romantic “art-tale”, like the art-object in general, is constituted by a series of 

ambiguities and interpretative gaps.  The capacity to fill in those gaps in a convincing and 

novel manner is a necessary strategy for advancement within the arts and cultural industry.  

Although Trisk is a marginal figure within that industry, and although Meanjin culture is a 

                                                 
29  New Right nationalism (that politically dominant but logically incoherent “economically” radical but 
“socially” conservative position)  is forcefully critiqued by Castles (et al) 1988: 
 

A revived assimilating nationalism is not only a repugnant alternative for its arrogant and 
insensitive obliteration of real differences in history and experience; it is also an almost 
impossible alternative given the dual process of world structural-cultural identifications 
and forms of politics.  Both of these trends, pulling contradictorily in opposite directions, 
make ideologies of singular and readily definable nation-ness less and less plausible. (p 
137)  
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marginal though influential culture within the general Australian cultural industry, there is 

no real correlation between Trisk and Meanjin culture: Trisk cannot be made to represent 

Meanjin culture.  Any serious attempt at understanding the arts and cultural industry must 

be fully cognizant of the relationship between gap-filling and advancement.  This gap-

filling must be seen in fundamentally romantic terms, as organised around the text’s 

fascination for the figure of the diva and all of the romantic elements which she embodies.  

The work of advancement through gap-filling is conducted according to fundamental 

romantic principles, whether the advancee is endorsing or critiquing that very romanticism. 

 

Third, there is a need for a lot more interrogation of the “literary” take on history.  It is one 

thing to contest colonial and neo-colonial arguments and historical interpretation, it is quite 

another to reconceptualise history according to psychoanalytic literary logics.  

Unprincipled formalism needs to take account of Nettelbeck’s more important and subtle 

argument concerning history.  Unprincipled formalism shares her distrust of the romantic 

impulse in much contemporary criticism.  What Malouf can teach us, however, is at least 

two things.  Genuine trust and reconciliation are political concepts that are also exceedingly 

fragile.  They don’t come around often and must be endorsed and put to use when they do.  

Secondly, Malouf teaches us that we never escape being bound to the traditions we wish to 

review.  It is a tempting but futile gesture to attempt to do so.  The first two of these issues 

are further developed in the two readings that follow.  We will return to the question of the 

relationship between the literary and history in the final chapters of the dissertation. 
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Chapter Three 

COULDN’T TAKE A TRICK: 

A Future Without a Nation. 
 

Malouf’s romanticism is most clearly evident in the fascination "A Traveller's Tale" betrays  

for the figure of the Diva, especially her mixing of multiple variations of the relationship 

between high and low.  Insofar as the perplexing issue of the relationship between the 

nation and the multi-cultural is concerned Malouf casually and elegantly “seizes” the 

“centre” and develops an analysis from that point. 

 

Peter Carey’s novella length short story “The Chance” (Carey 1978) moves us temporally: 

forward to some unspecified time not wholly unlike the present.1  Formally, Carey’s story, 

turns on the relationship between three separate “spheres”, each of which is articulated 

through a central mise en abyme.  

 

1/.  SCIENCE FICTION, ABSURDISM AND THE MISE EN ABYME 

 

The broad contours of these spheres function as follows.  The overall generic framework of 

the story can be described as dystopian Science Fiction: the story is a “what if ... ” story set 

in an indeterminate, unhappy future, featuring alien life-forms as well as hitherto unknown 

technologies.  The story articulates several common themes developed in 1970s and early 

1980s international science fiction: 

 

1/. The pessimistic vision of a dystopian future mirrors a sense of contemporary social 

decay - the alien Fastalogians are a clear articulation of fears concerning corporate 

 
1   Anthony Hassall describes the imaginative transformation of contemporary Australia as a feature of 
Carey's work as a whole: "Carey has generally preferred to fictionalise Australia at a remove, to re-imagine it, 
shape-shifted out of its present appearance by science-fiction transformations, or by movements out of 
present-time". (Hassall 1997: p 128).  Much the same argument can be found in Woodcock, (1996) see in 
particular p 17. 

  



     141 
 
  

                                                

capitalistic futures, the sense of persons as mere cattle in the wake of what will eventually 

be called globalisation, economic rationalism and “flexible” productivity. 

2/. In the wake of these fears the story betrays, with its emphasis on ritual, a certain longing 

to return to moral certainties and traditional values. 

3/. The very idea of the genetic lottery functions as evidence of a culture with a basic 

despair for meaning, and, as a consequence, a  reliance upon the alien for hope.2   

 

In Carey’s case, this dystopianism has a somewhat absurdist edge: Carey follows through a 

set of fantastic propositions with an apparently naturalistic logic.3  Within this generic 

framework, “The Chance” nominates itself as a romance.4  It assumes an implied reader5 

who has an awareness of the basic generic narrative pattern of the Love story (“to cut a 

long and predictable story short, we got on well together” [p 87 emphasis added]), and also 

provides an absolutely classical example of a simple mise en abyme: 

 

 
2  On the issue of the basic themes prevalent in 1970s, early 1980s Science Fiction, see Kuhn (ed) (1990) 
particularly pp 15-50. 
3   This point has recently been developed by several of Carey’s commentators.  For example 
postmodern/postcolonial critic Hermine Krassnitzer points out that: 
 

readers of Carey’s short stories find themselves confronted with factories that produce 
shadows, with a person whose clothing and skin can be peeled off layer by layer until there 
is nothing left of the person, with societies in which regions, buildings and even people 
dematerialize until they cease to exist, or with genetic lotteries that give people the chance 
to get reborn in another person.  These surreal elements are embedded in a completely 
realist mode of narration as if they were nothing extraordinary but merely part of 
everybody’s everyday life [Krassnitzer (1995) p 38]. 
 

Bruce Woodcock makes the point in this way: 
 

The fictions often take an idea or image and explore it past its logical conclusion.  The 
point at which a realist storyteller would stop is the point at which for Carey a scenario 
becomes interesting - the moment when it becomes bizarre [ ... ] Rather than ‘reporting 
reality’, Carey is interested in constructing his own ‘possible worlds’ in order to see the 
real world from odd angles, or make reality clearer by dislocating it (Woodcock 1996: pp 
13, 17]. 

4  In the banal sense of the boy meets girl story and its variations.  On the general relationship between the 
genres of Science Fiction and Romance, see Parrinder (1980) particularly pp 48-67.  Parrinder relies on the 
fairly loose conception of romance as that which is “other” to realist fiction.  The question of the relationship 
between what he terms the “erotic romance” and Science Fiction Parrinder leaves for a much more extensive 
survey than he is able to provide.   
5  I am using implied reader in Seymour Chatman’s sense of the term: “the audience presupposed by the 
narrative itself” (Chatman 1978: p 150). 
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Sitting on the wharf I sang her “Rosie Allan’s Outlaw Friend”, the story of an ill-lettered 

cattle thief and his love for a young school mistress. (p 91) 

 

This mise en abyme works to underline the fact that the relationship between Carla and 

Lumpy can be characterized as a pedagogic relationship between a teacher and her 

somewhat rough and ready student.  It is a doomed romance: the romance between Carla 

and Lumpy fails primarily because of a problem of transference, the “Cattle Thief” falls for 

the teacher rather than the lesson she has to teach.6

 

The second mise en abyme emerges as a result of the accumulation of the various posters 

and paintings that appear throughout the story.  These “objects” serve as the pretext for a 

debate about a set of classical aesthetic problems: the nature of beauty, the function of art, 

and the question of interpretation (the gap), this time understood in terms of 

misinterpretation. 

 

Thirdly there is the door that Lumpy constructs, by means of which he attempts to trap 

Carla in the house they share on the day she is to take her “Chance”.  This door, according 

to Lumpy, is a work of cunning and craftsmanship, and it figures some of the key thematic 

issues explored in the story: seduction, deception, and tactics.  The opposition here is 

between two kinds of seduction.  The agonistic nature of the relationship between Lumpy 

and Carla - despite the fact that they are “in love” neither party succeeds in winning the 

other over to their own point of view - is set against the successful Fastalogian seduction 

and colonisation of the planet.  The object of seduction in “The Chance” is the equivalent 

of the object of colonisation.  This object is a form of entrapment - the attempt to bring the 

seducee completely within a sphere controlled and determined by the seducer.  Despite the 

fact that he has nothing to offer her, Lumpy attempts to bring Carla completely and for all 

time within his particular sphere of influence.  It is the naivety of his attempt at seduction 

that is particularly striking.  On the other hand sophisticated Fasta seduction, by offering its 

subjects freedom, flexibility, private risk-taking, and an illusory but rhetorically powerful 

 
6  Because of his lack of an explicitly political dimension, his failure to stand as a representative of the 
dissatisfactions of a particular oppressed social group who sympathise with him, it is not possible to claim for 
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conception of consumer choice represented by the offer of a “turn” at the genetic lottery, 

promises the possibility of infinite  possibility. 

 

We can analyse the effects of these mises en abyme by orienting ourselves in relation to the 

story in general.  In order to do this we will need to carefully work through the key issues 

of narration, aesthetics, and politics that are taken up and thematized in the story. 

 

My discussion will remain firmly within the boundaries of the critical tradition that has 

built up around “The Chance”.  Unprincipled formalism, like all previous accounts, will 

concentrate on the narrator of the story.  Our primary contribution to the critical history of 

“The Chance” will be in three separate areas: first the development of heuristic strategies 

for “disaggregating” that narrator, trying to take seriously and to make sense of his 

discontinuity as a person.  Second, unprincipled formalism wishes to develop a more 

thoroughly textually based account of the story than has so far been evident in the history 

of Carey criticism.  As a result of this rigour, unprincipled formalism refuses the simple 

dismissal of the Hups that has characterised accounts of the story to date.  This dismissal is 

primarily a function of taking Lumpy’s explicit (as opposed to Paul’s implicit) account of 

the Hups as gospel, and has also led to that odd lineage of misreading that regards the Hups 

as mistaken or parodistic and thus irreparably skews the stakes of the story.  The third 

contribution unprinicipled formalism’s analysis will make is in its emphasis upon the 

different forms of ritual that run through the story. 

 

 

2/.  MEMORY AND ITS IMPOSSIBILITY  

 

Narration in “A Traveller’s Tale” was concerned primarily with the nation-state seeking to 

provide a unifying cultural discourse in the face of fragmentation, dislocation and endless 

mutability.  Narration in “Our Lady of the Beehives”, with the state as a “public 

elsewhere”, became a problem of how the various narrative strands represented by 

individual familial and familiar characters compete in order to interpret each other.  

 
Paul/Lumpy the status of an outlaw hero as outlined by Graham Seal (1996).   For an analysis of Seal’s 
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Narration in “The Chance” is, on the contrary, characterised as the constantly failing 

attempt of the act of narration, by means of the work of memory, to stitch together the quite 

slippery differences between the strands.  Whereas the “nation-state” and its relationship to 

its elements is a central concern of “A Traveller’s Tale”, in “The Chance” the nation-state 

has almost completely dissolved, there is nothing but autonomous individuality buffeted by 

whatever influence happens to be in proximity.   

 

A clear way to document the slipperiness of memory in the story is to examine the 

“impossibility” of the story’s chronological time scheme.  When Lumpy first meets Carla 

she is “taking a chance “next week”: 

 

Tuesday - “it was on a tuesday that I saw her” (p 78). 

Tuesday (same day) - Carla: “I’m taking a chance next week” (p 83 emphasis added). 

 ... “to cut a long and predictable story short, we got on well together”. (p 87 emphasis 

added) ... Lumpy moves in with Carla (p 88). 

 ... Lumpy (who claims to have read fewer books in his entire life than Carla has in the 

previous year) reads three long and difficult books (p 91). 

 ... “she never mastered the business of tidying up and finally I was the one who became 

housekeeper” ... First big clean up/fight about posters (pp 92-93 emphasis added). 

(The night following the posters incident).  House painted bright orange/Argument in bed 

(pp 97-101):  

 
Carla’s head rested on my shoulder, her hair wet from both our tears. 

  “You could put it off,” I whispered.  “Another week.” 

  “I can’t.  You know I can’t.  If I don’t do it when it’s booked I’ll have to wait six 

months” (p 99). 

 

Saturday - Diary entry - spent the whole day thinking about her (p 101). 

Wednesday - “Meeting day for the freaks”: Jane Larange attempts to seduce Lumpy (pp 

101 ff). 

 
arguments, see Baker (1998b). 
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 ... Carla wakes various times in various moods.  Five days to go until she takes the Chance 

(p 109). 

 

Clearly it is impossible to square Carla’s initial comment that she is “taking a Chance next 

week” with the subsequent events recounted in the story.  The absolute minimum time 

frame presented here is three weeks and this does not begin to do justice to the various 

qualifiers that are littered throughout the discussion (“to cut a long and predictable story 

short”, “finally I was the one who became housekeeper”).  The time frame provided by the 

narrator is thus unreliable.   

 

In what ways might this time-frame be interpreted?  Helen Daniel (1988) might have 

interpreted this slipperiness as evidence of the fact that the author Peter Carey is a liar who 

points to the truth.7  Essays on Carey written in the 1980’s by Teresa Dovey (1983) and 

Wenche Ommundsen (1989) might interpret it as evidence of a metafictional device - 

foregrounding the very fictionality of the text and thus problematizing the very relationship 

between fiction and reality.  My interest rather is in the manner in which the temporal 

impossibility functions as a discursive mechanism - easily explained in terms of the 

problematics of memory that are identified within the text (“‘I guess I just forgot’, I said.  

‘Maybe half my memory is walking around in other bodies’” [p 91]).  The specific 

difficulty of the story’s time-scheme is related to the text’s very particular problematization 

of the work of memory in terms of the “recovery” of events and emotions as well as the 

structuring and recounting of those events and emotions, rather than to any general 

ontological problem concerning the relationship between fiction and reality8. 

 
7 The liar, for Daniel, has a specific function: 
 

My aim is to explore the New ways of looking at reality.  I also have a stubborn belief that 
somehow what is going on in the Liar’s work is just closer to the truth of things, the way 
things are now.  It is of course a paradox that my sense of this “truth’ comes from the work 
of Liars.  For me, the paradox is that, in the end the Liars are  more truthful, because they 
tell things the way they really are, the way they are in reality (p 5). 
 

Suffice it to say that for us the Liar’s truthfulness, the “new ways of looking at reality” turn out quite 
unexpectedly to be the same old romanticism. Ken Gelder (1988) points out Daniel’s account of Carey’s 
work (particularly the novel Illywhacker) is most notable for its naivety and its political conservatism. 
8  I am broadly sympathetic to Christer Larsson's (1999) critique of the postmodern strand of Carey criticism.   
Broadly speaking Larsson is critical of the postmodern conception of textual openness, on the grounds that  
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3/.  NARRATION: PAUL/LUMPY 

 

Clearly the very idea of the genetic lottery - with its work of ceaseless fragmentation of 

personal life stories and biographies, bodies being continually and as a matter of routine 

substituted for other bodies, the formation of an entire population and economy derived 

from and constituted by change, chance, individualism, radical distrust and anarchy - 

makes redundant any notion of unified character, nation or even relatively unified character 

networks or “family”.   

 

However, for heuristic and analytical purposes, I must propose a distinction operating 

“within” the central character.  I shall refer to the “hero” or at least the protagonist - the 

subject of the love story recounted in “The Chance” - as “Lumpy”.  On the other hand the 

(unreliable) narrator, the subject of the act of narration that constitutes “The Chance”, who 

has lost and probably betrayed Carla, and who now recounts the story of the set of 

experiences that signals the beginning of what I alluded to as his “education”, I shall refer 

to as Paul (“My name is Paul” [p 102]).9  Lumpy’s experience provides Paul with the 

authority to narrate, and Lumpy’s “education”, begun during the experience that is 

recounted, provides Paul with the skill and capacity both to recount as well as to begin to 

evaluate that experience.  Clearly an analogy may be made with the Paul of the New 

Testament: he who has the experience of a conversion and is literally remade as a new 

 
Carey's work has a 'classic, unfashionable concern with morality' (p 176) (Larsson is following the work of 
Hassall here).  Larsen demonstrates that Carey continually uses prolepses in his fiction, prolepses which are 
ultimately "closed" by the narratives themselves.  My distance from Larsson however is signalled by the fact 
that I remain convinced that despite the examples of "prolepses with closure" Larsson describes, that the 
narrative do, in many respects remain "open" - the open "Time-Scheme" of "The Chance" is one example.  
Further, Larsson equates openness of narrative with openness of meaning.  As I discuss at various points 
throughout this thesis, the mise en abyme allows us to consider the ways in which "open" narratives have a 
stake in "closing" their meanings. 
9  Anthony Hassall’s (1994) discussion of the story is, in my view, the best critical work we have on “The 
Chance” to date, and I will return to it on a number of occasions throughout the course of this study. 
However, Hassall’s analysis fails to make a radical disconnection between Paul and Lumpy.  The closest he 
gets to this is in the following comments: “Paul modifies his initial dismissal of Carla’s political idealism as 
‘schoolgirl morality’ (116) with the benefit of hindsight” (Hassall 1994: p 45.  Though I agree with Hassall’s 
basic point, my disagreement with this formulation is that the distance from Lumpy to Paul in fact represents 
not so much a modification as a revolution in both cultural capital and ethical competence. 
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subject who subsequently writes. By subject in this instance I mean quite literally the 

subject of the techniques of (protestant) autobiography.  This subject is an individual who 

has achieved a degree of conscientious inwardness, by, as David Saunders and Ian Hunter 

have put it: 
 

recording and preserving daily events as objects of ethical reflection, [the subject has] 

learned to relate to themselves by problematising their feelings and moral conduct, a 

practice also instrumental in giving their existence the continuity and shape of a ‘life’ or 

ethical career. (Saunders and Hunter 1991: p 505) 

 

This distinction between “Lumpy”, the subject of the énoncé, the story that is told, and 

“Paul”, the subject of the énonciation, the telling of the story, is most clearly evident upon 

examination of its most extreme manifestations.  At one end, consider the way in which the 

highly specific and refined rhetoric of the Imagist poem characterises some aspects of the 

prose of Paul’s mode of narration: 

 
The tissue lay beneath the bed. 

Dead white butterflies, wet with tears and sperm. (p 99) 

 

and: 

 
Orgasm curved above us and through us,  

carrying us into dark places  

where we spoke in tongues. (p 110) 

 

perhaps even: 

 
The door lay beneath us,  

a monument to my duplicity and fear (p 115).10

 
10  Stanley K Coffman’s entry on Imagism in Alex Preminger (ed 1974) defines the imagist poem in the 
following manner: 
 

a belief in the short poem, structured by the single image or metaphor and a rhythm of 
cadences, presenting for direct apprehension by the reader an object or scene, and refusing 
to implicate the poem’s effect  in extended abstract meaning. (p 377) 
 

  



     148 
 
  

                                                                                                                                                    

 

Compare this to the first discussion between Carla and Lumpy, where the teacher/student 

relationship is established: 

 
She had become quiet now, and serious, explaining that her parents had upper-class bodies 

like hers, that their ideas were not at home with their physiognomy (a word I had to ask 

her to explain), that they would form a revolutionary vanguard to lead the misshapen 

Lumpen Proletariat (another word I had to ask her to explain) to overthrow the Fastas and 

their puppets. (p 84 emphasis added). 

 

Through the agency of Carla, Paul is formed as an “intellectual”, a transformation from one 

with little “refined” knowledge to one with a highly cultured kind of literary knowledge 

and practice.  “Paul”, then, can be understood as an artefact that is in large part of Carla’s 

making.  Paul has also developed the capacity both to comprehend and, to a certain limited 

extent, to analyse forms of political knowledge in a manner that Lumpy, victim of the 

forms of propaganda surrounding the Chance, is incapable of.  It is this aesthetic education 

that facilitates Paul’s ethical and moral scrutinization of Lumpy: 

 
I was ignorant, short-sighted, bigoted, but in my situation it is inconceivable that I could 

have been anything else. (p 88) 

 

Compare this with Lumpy’s meditation on the topic of ignorance: 

 
“Certainly I’m ignorant.”  It was true, of course, but the observation stung a little.  I was 

very aware of my ignorance in those days.  I felt it keenly. ( p85) 

 

The difference between the two quotations is small but crucial.  Lumpy is keenly aware of 

his ignorance, so Paul’s analysis does not add anything in this regard.  What Paul is able to 

bring to bear is a certain analysis of the political situation that Lumpy is forced to endure 

but fails to negotiate.  

 

 
This definition is qualified by the observation that very few individual Imagist poems “satisfy all of these 
requirements”. 
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The aesthetico-ethical transformation of Paul through the refined work of the imagist poem 

may be more clearly understood by considering John Fekete’s analysis of the thought of the 

“founder” of imagist poetry, T.E. Hulme.  Fekete stresses two key aspects of Hulme’s work 

which have consequences for the ethical and aesthetic debates developed in “The Chance”: 

 
The first is Hulme’s identification of language as the key to the poetic process.  In his 

Bergsonian view of artistic intuition, art aims ‘to see things as they really are’, to achieve 

the precision of a classical ‘dry hardness’.  Ordinary language, he contends, is an 

inadequate instrument which permits only approximations like the ‘architect’s curves.’  It 

is only the poetic dislocation of this language which changes its shape and forces it into 

the exact curve of things as they are.  Although the logical separation of intuition and 

expression remains, the emphasis on language points to modern critical attitudes. 

   The second aspect, perhaps even more characteristic of the bias of the modern tradition, 

is rooted deeply in Hulme’s anthropology.  He rejects the anthropology he associates with 

romantic rationalism: the view that man is naturally good but suppressed by social 

conventions.  In its place, he substitutes traditional Christian anthropology of man as an 

intrinsically limited being who cannot escape original sin. (Fekete 1977 p 18) 

 

These two “aspects” tell us much about Lumpy as opposed to Paul.  Firstly, at the 

beginning of the story, Lumpy professes precisely that realist aesthetic ideology wherin art 

aims “to see things as they really are”.  Much of Lumpy’s debate with Carla is a defence of 

this position as opposed to her more romantic idealised view of art as projecting “that 

which ought to be”.  Carla’s romanticism is a force for change, but the force of the story is 

to demonstrate that that change does not go in the direction she anticipates. 

 

Fekete’s second aspect also points to the marked disagreement between Lumpy/Paul and 

Carla.  Paul/Lumpy’s apology is an exercise in Christian anthropology (without the name 

of Christianity ever entering the discussion), whereas Carla’s revolutionary practice 

embodies romantic rationalism.  Despite the endless mutability promised by the idea of the 

Chance, this basic “aspect” of each character remains intransigent. 
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4/.  AESTHETICS: THE NATURE OF BEAUTY AND THE FUNCTION OF ART. 

 

The romance between Lumpy and Carla raises two issues.  First, a set of aesthetic questions 

concerned with representation and beauty, and second a set of questions concerned with  

seduction.  Given that Lumpy’s social, political and ethical transformation into Paul is 

predicated upon his training in a certain kind of aesthetics, we need to give some 

consideration to the precise contours of this training.  The discussion of aesthetics in the 

story is in the first instance a discussion of the question of beauty: questioning elementary 

cultural assumptions about what constitutes beauty are a central plank of Hup politics.  This 

aesthetic debate is also primarily concerned with the function of art. 

 

The Hup’s politico/philosophic problematic is clearly centred around the issue of the 

commodification of beauty: the familiar problem that in late capitalist/patriarchal culture 

there is a certain fetishization of dominant forms and representations of beauty in which an 

equivalence is drawn between beauty and value.11  The oppositional strategy that the Hups 

adopt is one of simple inversion - the outright denial of dominant social conceptions of 

what counts as beautiful and, as a counter move, the glorification of ugliness.  The Hup 

position on beauty is actually incoherent.  Lumpy’s early, “apolitical” notion of a Hup is a 

“rich crazy who thought the way to fight the revolution was to have a body as grotesque 

and as ill-formed as my friends at the Parks and Gardens (p 84)”.  Even more scathing is his 

later description: “Masters amusing themselves by dressing as servants.  Returning tourists 

clad in beggar’s rags.  Educated fops doing a bad charade of my tough, grisly companions 

in the boarding house (p 96)”.  Now at no stage does Carla offer Lumpy any precise 

rationale for the Hup critique of beauty - though it is possible to construct something of the 

Hup position from her argument with Lumpy at the restaurant at the beginning of their 

romance: 

 
[Carla] “What do you think is beautiful?” 

 ...  

[Carla] “What is more beautiful, a parrot or a crow?” 

“A parrot, if you mean a rosella.  But I don’t know much about parrots.” 
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“What’s wrong with a crow?” 

“A crow is black and awkward-looking.  It’s heavy.  It’s cry is unattractive.” 

“What makes its cry unattractive?” 

 ...  

“It sounds forlorn,” I offered. 

“Do you think that it is the crows intention, to sound forlorn?  Perhaps you are merely 

ignorant and don’t know how to listen to a crow. (p 85)” 

 

Carla’s argument rests upon two main principles: firstly there is a relativisation of the 

beautiful - Carla’s examples have the intention of demonstrating the familiar argument that 

notions of beauty are culturally and historically specific, and thus do not escape ideological 

determination.  This point is developed in the example of the crow.  Carla suggests that the 

positive attribution of qualities may simply be the result of ignorance or lack of education.  

Now logically, given this relativisation of the beautiful, it should make no difference to 

Carla whether she is attractive or unattractive, there is no need for the inversion of value 

that she undertakes because it is all basically the same anyway.  Clearly then the inversion 

of the beautiful serves a didactic function: it attempts to demonstrate that the unattractive is 

of the same order as the attractive - again here Lumpy can be taken as a (quite unwilling) 

representative of the audience for whom this display is intended.  Carla’s problem is to 

make the unattractive into the attractive.  If Lumpy is that which is unattractive to itself (“I 

had been through the lottery and lost” [p 77]), then Carla seeks to attract Lumpy by 

becoming like him - the problem is that it is precisely this that he finds unattractive.  It is at 

this point that the words of the dwarf: “A good trap should be enticing (p 114)” are an 

ironic pointer to the impossibility of the attempt.   

 

The Jane Larange seduction scene complicates this issue even further.  Larange’s attempted 

seduction fails not simply because Lumpy finds her unattractive: 

 
Drunk on wine I have fucked monstrously ugly whores.  Deranged on drugs, blind, 

insensible, I have grunted like a dog above those I would as soon have slaughtered. 

 

But this, no.  No, no, no.  For whatever reason, no. (p 106) 

 
11  For an influential recent formulation of and popularisation of this issue see Wolff (1990). 
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It is not unattractiveness per se that accounts for the failure of seduction, rather it is the 

pretence of unattractiveness that is unattractive to Lumpy, the “educated fops doing a bad 

charade of my tough, grisly companions in the boarding house”.  The actress Jane Larange, 

perhaps accidentally, gives the game away with the following comments: 

 
“You are not only ugly,” she said, “you are also stupid.  I did that for Carla.  Do you 

imagine I like your stupid body or your silly mind?  It was to make her feel better. (p 107) 

 

If this is to be taken as a moment of “truthfulness” (there is no reason not to do so and it is 

very difficult to make sense of the comments in terms of a tactic of deception), then the 

Hup relativisation of the beautiful, outlined in the above exchange with Carla, has 

collapsed back into the very categories it claimed to critique.  Lumpy’s suspicion (educated 

fops playing games) must remain our suspicion.  This however is not enough reason to 

convict the hups: the stakes of the game are much higher than Lumpy (or Paul for that 

matter) is able to anticipate. 

 

The problem of beauty is extended further in those discussions that are specifically 

concerned with questions of “art”.  In this regard Lumpy’s position represents a naive 

correlation between art and beauty: the two terms are, for Lumpy, of the same general 

order: 

 
When I see her in the street she is like a painting that is even better than you remembered. 

(p 101) 

 

and 

 
She looked more beautiful than the Bonnards in Hale’s Critique of Bourgeois Art. 

 

Bonnard painted his wife more than twenty years.  While her arse and tits sagged he 

painted her better and better. (p 111) 

 

  



     153 
 
  
Three points emerge from the comparison of these quotations.  First, it is a painting, 

perhaps the classic model of the aesthetic object, that is the yard-stick by which Carla, as 

the embodiment of “the beautiful”, is (favourably) measured.  Carla thus represents a key 

moment in the formation of Lumpy/Paul as an aesthetic/aestheticizing subject.  The 

sopohisticated Pauline interpretation of the Bonnard is not Lumpy’s simple view that 

Bonnard falsified or idealised his wife, but rather a kind of post-impressionist realism 

proposing that as her body lost its beauty in the conventional sense, the paintings got better 

and better.  Beauty and aesthetic value, from this point of view, are not directly correlated 

at all.  Secondly, in both the examples given, the art object is compared to and posited as an 

improvement upon a failing human capacity - in the first example memory of a painting 

(the failure of memory is a key thematic issue in the story), and in the second the actual 

(human) subject of the painting - its referent.  Thirdly, as a correlative of the second point, 

Lumpy’s education is an induction into an idealistic conception of art - the function of art is 

to improve upon reality by making it look better, to make the real look more ideal - on the 

face of it the basis for Lumpenproletarian aesthetics could hardly be any more apolitical.  It 

is this aesthetic however that serves as an anti-model to the “warts and all” memoir that 

constitutes “The Chance” itself. 

 

For Lumpy then, fine art painting is primarily concerned with the production of beautiful 

objects that “improve upon nature”.  For Carla, on the other hand, fine art is useful only as 

an object of critique.  The difference between the two positions takes a further turn in 

relation to the question of the political poster.  During one of the multiple occasions when 

Lumpy cleans-up the house (Carla, due to her “rich habits”, “never mastered the business 

of tidying up”  [p 92]), the following exchange occcurs: 

 
I threw out old newspapers and took down the posters for Hup meetings and 

demonstrations which had long since passed.  She came in from work and started pulling 

books out and throwing them on the floor ...  

  “Where did you put them?” 

  “Put what?” ...  

  “My posters you bastard.  How dare you.” 
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  I was nonplussed.  My view of posters was purely practical.  It had never occurred to me 

that they might have any function other than to advertise what they appeared to advertise.  

When the event was past the poster had no function. 

 ... I retrieved the posters from the bin in the kitchen,  

[ ... ] 

  “Why did you take them down? ... ” 

  “ ... I took them down because they were out-of-date.” 

  I looked at the posters she was holding, a glorification of crooked forms and ugly faces. 

  “Well, if you want to put it like that, yes, I think they’re fucking ugly.” 

[ ... ]”You’re only saying that because you’re so conditioned that you can only admire 

looks like mine ... ” (pp 92-93). 

 

Lumpy employs criteria other than aesthetic in his judgement of the poster: for him the 

function of the poster is “purely practical”, it has no function other than to advertise a 

significant event: “when the event was past the poster had no function (p 93)”.  Carla has, 

rather than a non-aesthetic conception of the posters, an anti-aesthetic conception.  Firstly, 

they perform the “glorification of crooked forms and ugly faces (p93)”, functioning as a 

display text that indicates Carla’s political allegiance as well as her alternative aesthetic.  

Secondly, the posters function as a mnemonic or marker of key events. 

 

Carla’s retort to Lumpy: 

 
“Out-of-date”, she snorted.  “You mean you think they’re ugly” (p 93) 

 

signals her inability to read Lumpy’s intentions.  Carla’s misreading of Lumpy has the 

paradoxical effect of producing precisely the reading she desires: “well if you want to put it 

like that, yes I think they’re fucking ugly”.  The aesthetic debate in “The Chance”, despite 

the fact that it provides a form of training for Paul, finally grinds to a halt around the 

problem of interpretation.   

 

The problem of interpretation in “The Chance” is continually the problem of solipsism - the 

familiar hermeneutic problem of whether it is at all possible to read outside of pre-existing 

interpretative frameworks in order to access the other, an effect, no doubt, of a 

remorselessly individualising and thus distrustful culture.  Hermeneutic failure in “The 
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Chance” is figured precisely as the failure to enable a space for the other.  This problem is 

most clearly played out in the story’s uptake of the question of seduction. 

 

 

5/.  THE FAILURE OF SEDUCTION 

 

As mentioned earlier the question of seduction in Carla and Lumpy’s relationship has two 

primary aspects: Carla’s failure to persuade Lumpy to enlist in the Hup’s political cause, 

and Lumpy’s failure to persuade Carla to stay with him rather than with them.  The central 

feature of this romance is the manner in which it is structured as a particular kind of game, 

the only game, in fact, in the fully deregulated town.  Lumpy introduces himself as one who 

“played cheating card-games” - Carla, upon establishing her relationship with him, “came 

to the Park and Gardens and beat us all at poker (p 90)”.12  If we take this as a mise en 

abyme de l’énonciation, that is, raising the problem of the degree to which Paul, in his act 

of narration, is “playing with the narratee”, the question is raised as to the kind of game that 

is being played out.  Clearly a game that requires of its participants cunning and strategy in 

order to perform with any degree of success, but also a game that exploits the double 

meaning of the term “trick”, a game where not only “tricks” are taken, but also the ability 

to engage in acts of trickery is essential for winning the a game.  A game, further, that 

includes “breaking the rules” or “cheating” as an inbuilt part of its programme. 

 

The game played between Carla and Lumpy can be analysed by breaking the course of their 

romance up into six separate stages or scenes: the initial meeting, the meal at the Fasta 

restaurant, the attempted seduction (on Carla’s behalf) by Jane Larange, the incidents 

surrounding the building of the trap-door, the discovery of the letter explaining that she has 

tricked him, and Carla’s return in a new body.  I wish to thread my way through these 

scenes and consider them from the point of view of seduction and its particular concomitant 

“tactics” and “tricks”. 

 

 
12  “Park and Gardens” remain the only discernible vestige of the welfare state in “The Chance”. 
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Lumpy’s very first meeting with Carla finds her engaged in an entrepreneurial “trick”, the 

kind of trick that is possible in a fully deregulated (“efficient”) market.  She is using a 

corpse she has bought and payed for in order to beg money in order to pay for its (her 

“grandfather’s”) funeral.  This tactical “ripping-off of her fellow “citizens” signals an 

uneasy tension between Hup politics and practice.  Nevertheless for Lumpy: 

 
It was this, more than anything, that got me.  I admired cunning in those days, smart 

moves, cards off the bottom of the deck, anything that tricked “the bastards”, and “the 

bastards” were everyone who wasn’t  me. (p 79 emphasis added) 

 

The fact that he “admired cunning in those days” is another signal of the ethical distance 

between “Lumpy” and “Paul”.  The ethical competence that “Paul” demonstrates by no 

longer “admiring cunning” is more a function of Carla’s ideals than of her practice.  Lumpy 

is initially seduced by Carla precisely because of his recognition of her skilled act of 

cunning or trickery.  Carla, of course, contests this analysis: she believes that it is her 

“beauty” that “got him” (p 93).   

 

Despite his initial enthusiasm, Lumpy, after he has shared his beer with her, becomes 

immediately uneasy: 

 
Now suspicion hit me with its fire-hot pinpricks.  I had been conned for my beer ... I, who 

was shrewd and untrickable, had been tricked. (p 80) 

 

In the efficiently deregulated “possible world” of “The Chance”, suspicion will always be 

the hand-maiden of seduction, because seduction, the only available form of exchange, is 

necessarily founded upon trickery.  From the pair’s initial meeting then the 

seduction/trickery coupling carries with it a double aspect: it is on the one hand admirable 

for its own sake as a piece of skill, but on the other it always carries with it the danger that 

a participant will lose the trick.  Carla, though, in return for the beer, offers to buy him a 

meal. 

 

The meal at the restaurant, which provides the context and pretext for Carla and Lumpy’s 

conversation, is itself “ripped off” from the Fastalogians: 
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The service was bad and in the end we went to the kitchen where we helped ourselves 

from the long trays of food ( p81). 

 

Clearly operating in this passage is a Foucauldian conception of power in liberal 

democracies, where: 

 
Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free.  By this we 

mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities in which 

several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments, may be realised. 

(Foucault 1980: p 790) 

 

The Foucauldian conception of power does not mean power exercised from above by the 

sovereign, rather the power of which Foucault speak runs through the lives of individuals.  

In “The Chance” the power exercised by the Fastas is predicated on offering its subjects 

certain freedoms: freedom of choice as well as the freedom, in this instance, to take tricks 

from the masters. 

 

Formally, the conversation at the restaurant divides into a passage of diegetic summary 

(from: “Finally, tripping over each other [p 81]” to: “I devoured her ... like ... a stylish 

master of the most elegant dissertations [p 83]), and a passage of direct discourse (from: 

“‘I’m taking a Chance next week,’ she said” [p 83] to: “I found out later that she hadn’t 

been joking” [p 87]).  The passage of diegetic summary functions as a kind of 

metadiscourse on seductive discourse.  Firstly we can notice the general tendency of the 

passage - from a clumsy, nervous and rushed beginning in the seduction stakes: “tripping 

over each other”; “being desperate, impatient” (p 81), to a situation where the participants 

exhibit a highly self-conscious assurance: “I devoured her, not like some poor beggar 

(which I was) but like a prince, a stylish master of the most elegant dissertations (p 82, 

emphasis added). 

 

Secondly, what begins as an accident - telling the truth about a smile - becomes a 

technique, a tactic: 
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Here I was.  With a woman.  Like real people.   

I smiled broadly at the thought.  She caught me and was, I think, pleased to have 

something to hang on to.  So we got hold of that smile and wrung it for all it was worth. 

Being desperate, impatient, I told her the truth about the smile.  The directness was 

pleasing to her. (p 81) 

 

This leads to: 

 
One could not have asked for more ...  

And this I also confessed to her ...  

And I confessed why I had confessed ...  

My conversation was mirrors within mirrors, onion skin behind onion skin. (p 81) 

 

We must avoid being “tricked” into interpreting the notion of mirrors within mirrors and 

onion skin behind onion skin as some kind of postmodern problematization of the 

difference between the real and the fictional13, or as an example of the infinite mise en 

abyme, affording us a glimpse of this or that infinity in front of which we might tremble.  

What we have here, rather, is a strategy of using confession in order to seduce: a confession 

that continually turns in upon itself, endlessly regenerating itself by means of itself in order 

to produce a discourse whose very function is to seduce. 

 

Even though Carla and Lumpy manage to score a free meal at the Fastalogian restaurant, 

they still have to pay for their drinks (“she bought two more beers” [p 82]): Fasta 

restaurants make their profit on drinks and not on salads.  Given that Lumpy apparently 

doesn’t notice this, an important parallel between Carla and the Fastas can be drawn.  Just 

as in “taking tricks” from the Fastas the Fasta trick is not noticed, Lumpy becomes so 

intoxicated by his own cunning discourse that he doesn’t appear to countenance the 

possibility that Carla - who, as we saw, is introduced as one who is skilled at games and 

deceit, could possibly be deceiving him:  

 

 
13  Examples of this dominant strand of Carey criticism include the studies by Krassnitzer (1995), 
Ommundsen (1989), Dovey (1983), Daniel (1988), Hassall (1989 & 1994) and Turner (1986) mentioned 
above. 
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Estimating her interest, I selected the things that would be most pleasing for her.  I steered 

the course of what I told, telling her things about me which fascinated her most.  She was 

pleased by my confessions.  I gave her many.  She was strong and young and confident. 

She couldn’t see my deviousness. (p 82) 

 

The same easy, deluded confidence is apparent in Lumpy when the two players become a 

couple: 

 
To cut a long and predictable story short, we got on well together, if you’ll allow for the 

odd lie on my part and what must have been more than a considerable suppression of 

commonsense on hers. (p 87) 

 

In other words, by treating Carla as an object, Lumpy fails to take into account the 

possibility that she could just as well be a subject.  Carla, in the attempt to politicise 

Lumpy, does precisely the same thing.  It is important to observe here that it is in fact 

Lumpy’s easy confidence in his own tactics, set up at this very early stage of proceedings, 

that allows him ultimately to be tricked by and therefore to lose Carla. 

 

The next seduction scene represented in the story is Jane Larange’s failed attempt to 

(erotically) seduce Lumpy over to the Hup cause (pp 101-108).  Through the mediation of 

an actress, one whose vocation is precisely to dissemble, Carla and Lumpy engage in their 

“grotesque test” (p 107).  Paralleling Jane Larange’s failure to seduce Lumpy is Lumpy’s 

building of the door in order to entrap Carla so as to prevent her from taking the Chance.  

Although Lumpy “approached the door with infinite cunning (p 113)”, and by means of a 

series of “lies” manages to put Carla off the scent as it were, he is in fact easily caught out 

by the dwarf: 

 
The dwarf crept up on me and found me working on the plans for the door, sneaking up on 

his obscene little feet. (p 113) 

 

Again, Lumpy’s failure is to believe that no-one can see through his acts of cunning: “My 

secret was protected by my madness (p 114)”.  The dwarf, for his part, raises the issue of 

the relationship between entrapment and seduction: 
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“Did it occur to you,” the dwarf said, “that there might be a problem getting someone to 

walk through a doorway guarded by a door like this? 

A good trap should be enticing, or at least neutral, if you get my meaning.” (p 114) 

 

To entrap requires a certain complicity on the part of the seducee.  The result of Lumpy’s 

failure to elicit complicity is of course the complete failure of his plan: 

 
She denied me a last night.  She cheated me of it.  She lied about the date of her Chance 

and left before she had said. (p 116) 

 

Lumpy then, is delivered a sucker punch. 

 

Seduction in “The Chance” is merely one among a litany of failures - the general failure of 

memory (both Lumpy and Paul); the failure, in several different ways, of the realisation of 

intentions; the failure of Carla and Lumpy to “hold on” to each other; the failure of Jane 

Larange to seduce Lumpy; the failure of coherent forms of political analysis; the failure of 

appropriate reading strategies on the part of various characters. 

 

 

6/.  SUCCESSFUL SEDUCTION 

 

In “The Chance”, with its remorseless logic of individualism, change, choice, cheating, 

transformation, and failure, a successful seduction is a seduction that succeeds in gaining 

its object briefly but which will necessarily, in time, lose it.  In the story as a whole, the 

clear “masters” of the game are the Fastalogians: “the Genetic Lottery, or The Chance, 

whatever you cared to call it ... was, of course, a trick, but we had nothing to question them 

with (p 75)”.  The Fastalogians betray the characteristics of the coloniser, being utterly 

insensitive to the indigenous culture they have colonised: “[t]o the Fastalogian’s we were 

nothing but cattle (p 77)”.  Paul’s recognition of The Chance as a trick indicates that, in de 

Certeau’s terms, the Fastalogians, though powerful, do not hold a place that can be 

assumed to be proper, and therefore do not engage in strategy as might, say, an elected 

government with a large, well-organised, and efficient bureaucracy.  Instead, the 

  



     161 
 
  
Fastalogians  practice minimal governance (see for example the lack of policing of the food 

hall).  Their practices are tactical, opportunities are “seized” by means of “clever” (and not 

so clever) tricks and ruses, and “knowing how to get away with things” (de Certeau 1984: p 

xix).  Thus, despite their success at colonisation, it “was difficult to have complete faith in 

them” (both quotations on p 73).   

 

Notwithstanding, in “The Chance” the issue of colonisation is posed precisely in terms of 

seduction.  The Fastas are successful seducers for four basic reasons.  First, colonisation 

“works” because it facilitates and fosters a desire in the colonised: 

 
At first we thought them preferable to the Americans[ ... ] the Fastalogians ... introduced 

concepts so dazzling that we fell prey to them wholesale like South Sea Islanders exposed 

to the common cold. (p 73) 

 

Second there is the issue of familiarity:  

 
their music was not the music of an inhuman oppressor.  It had surprising fervour, like 

Hungarian rhapsodies.  One was reminded of Bartok, and wondered about the feelings of 

beings so many light years from home. (p 75 emphasis added) 

 

Here the colonising process works in terms of the perception of a similarity between 

colonised and coloniser, the very fact that the colonised subject is reminded of an element 

of their own culture immediately opens a space that invites the coloniser in. 

 

Thirdly, there is the fact of the colonised culture’s “smiling superiority”: “they [the 

Fastalogians] attempted to please in the most childish way imaginable (p 74)”, “their 

clothes were worn badly, ill-fitting, often with childish mistakes (p 75)”, and “[t]hey 

seemed to us to be lonely and puzzled and even while they controlled us we managed to 

feel a smiling superiority to them (p 75)”.  The colonised is seduced into the belief that it is 

itself “superior” to the colonising culture, and is for this reason not threatened by it.  The 

Hups on the other hand fail to seduce Lumpy because although he may feel “superior” to 

the educated fops”, the “masters dressing as servants”, they make no “attempt to please”.  
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Fourthly there is the problem of a lack of analysis on the part of the colonised:  

 
we had nothing to question them with ...  

we didn’t know how it worked ...   

[we] were used to not understanding.  It had become a habit with the Americans who had 

left us with a technology we could neither control nor understand ...  

[o]ur curiosity about how things worked had atrophied. ( p 75) 

 

and 
 

such was the way we were prepared, like South Sea Islanders, like yearning gnostics 

waiting to be pointed in the direction of the first tin shed called “God.” (p 76) 

 

The analysis that “The Chance” provides of the successful colonisation process then is a 

very simple one, that it is a lack of curiosity, knowledge, education and analysis that allows 

for the possibility for colonisation to occur.  However the effects in the story are not at all 

simple.  The lack of curiosity, knowledge and so on are largely produced by the Fasta 

colonisation.  At this point the story functions as a kind of moral warning to the powerless:  

we are invited to view the “childish mistakes” and “loneliness” and puzzlement” as merely 

a ruse of power. 

 

Here we need to reconsider the second of the above points in the light of the fourth one.  

Fasta music is like Hungarian rhapsodies: “one was reminded of Bartok, and wondered 

about the feelings of beings so many light years from home”.  Who is speaking here?  Who 

exactly is this “one” who serves to represent “we”?  Recall here the centrality of place the 

text has attached to Lumpy’s ignorance.  Recall also the manner in which the text has 

underscored the notion of the slipperiness and failure of memory.  It is most likely that the 

focalising agent here is Paul, who is engaged in the work of reconstructing the past, of 

projecting his contemporary cultural capital as well as his current ethical competence (the 

reflexive act of wondering about the feeling of others, a competence, it will be recalled that 

Lumpy did not enjoy) onto the subject position he occupied at the time of the events of the 

story.  This point connects with the fourth: Lumpy is characterised as one lacking in 

precisely the curiosity, knowledge, education and analysis necessary to make sense of the 
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colonial situation.  Paul, with the benefit of both hindsight and an aesthetic education, does 

possess these attributes.  He has developed them precisely through his association with the 

Hups.   

 

 

7/.  REMINISCENCE, APOLOGIA AND THE LEGAL DEFENCE 

 

Paul’s work of reconstructing the past is complex.  “The Chance” thematizes three aspects 

of the genre of the personal reminiscence.  First, Paul’s narration is obviously a work of 

reminiscence: a work of both remembrance, the recovery of a set of incidents, and the work 

of “relating” (both the “structuring” as well as the “performance” of) that material.  

Anthony Hassall describes the narration of the story as a very precise form of reminiscence, 

a “defiant personal apologi[a] which attempt[s] to explain and justify lives that certainly 

invite some apology”. (Hassall 1994: p 30)  The notion of an apologia is useful in that it 

provides the grounds for us to examine Paul’s narration as a particular kind of legal defence 

that rests upon an equally particular concept of the person: Locke’s famous forensic 

concept of the person outlined in the Essay on Human Understanding.14   

 

Locke’s "forensic" person is constituted by three basic poles - memory, responsibility and 

bodily continuity.  The person is constituted not by a biography but by a remembered 

biography.  Locke was arguing against the Platonic conception of anamnesis, the idea that 

certain kinds of knowledge could not have been acquired in this life, but involve the 

recollection of a previous acquaintance with the Forms or Ideas.  In its place Locke moved 

the problem of memory away from the idealism of innate ideas and to the empirical notion 

of the association of ideas - away from the idea that techniques of recall will enable one to 

see what is really there, deep dark down, to the idea that memory is that which defines what 

it is to be a person.  Personal identity is, for Locke, constituted by memory.   

 

Paul uses this notion of the person as his defence.  Under the forensic concept of the 

person, a person is not responsible for that which he doesn’t remember.  Thus, as in the 

 
14  My discussion of the forensic concept of the person is indebted to Hacking (1994) and Douglas (1992). 
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1997 (successful) legal defence of Canberra Raiders football star Noah Nandruka, drunks 

and sleepwalkers cannot be punished for their wickedness (on numerous occasions, you 

will recall, Paul speaks of being drunk or drugged).  Paul is banking on the chance that this 

doctrine of the forensic person will mean that his interlocutor(s) will find him “not guilty”, 

because he really can’t remember what happened (The "Bjelke Petersen" defence; John 

Howard's defence of the policy of no reconciliation apology or more recently and more 

directly, the “children overboard” issue), as my discussion of the story’s problematic time 

scheme will attest.  The fact that he took many “Chances” and thus has had an unspecified 

number of different bodies is a further attempt to strengthen his case: he can't be 

responsible because he doesn’t even have bodily continuity.    

 

What then is Paul’s crime?  That this was a momentous historical and political occasion 

and he not only failed to notice it as it was occurring, he also subsequently failed to 

actively engage with the “resistance”.  As Hassall puts it, Carla’s “subsequent political 

career ... is outside his experience and so is only sketched”. (p 45) It is this failure of nerve 

that Paul is trying to defend by claiming that he wasn’t responsible, that he wasn’t, when all 

is said and done, even there.  To date, as I argue below in the discussion of the 

“lumpenproletariat”, the critical lineage of the story has let him off the hook, shifting the 

“blame” onto what is seen as the foolishness of the Hups. 

 

There are, I think, two different but equally important reasons why Carey’s critics have, to 

date, absolved Paul of responsibility.  First a superficial reading of the notion of the chance.  

Its emphasis on disjunction, difference, displacement and decentredness provides a loose 

analogy with postmodern critiques of the bourgeois subject: thus a certain advocacy of 

Paul/Lumpy as exemplifying these notions has crept into the debate.  Our argument is, on 

the contrary, that Paul’s “decentredness” is a function of a classical liberal conception of 

the subject.  Second there is a certain conflation of the author Carey and protagonist 

character in his fiction.  Graham Turner’s examination of Carey's public persona sheds 

much light on this issue: 
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Almost from the beginning, Carey has been the subject of ‘personality’ pieces, first 

inventing him as the contradictory genius (being, like his stories, both ‘ordinary’ and 

‘bizarre’), then later as a national prophet. (Turner 1993 p 134)  

 

We can add some of Carey’s characters, in particular Paul/Lumpy, to this list of things that 

are both ordinary and bizarre.  I suspect what happens is that the critical endorsement of the 

ordinary/bizarre Carey translates directly into the critical endorsement of the 

ordinary/bizarre characters like Lumpy.  A variation of this translation occurs in Hassall’s 

earlier (1989) discussion of Carey: 
 

David Foster has likened the satirist to a streetfighter “overendowed with aggressive 

impulses, living in a society in decline, and conscious of his own damnation”.  Carey, who 

coincidentally gives a streetfighter’s body to the protagonist of his story “The Chance” 

certainly attacks and upsets his audience. (Hassall 1989: p 643)  

 

Paul acknowledges his own “blameworthiness”.  Ian Hacking has made the point that in 

courts of law the non-memory defence (despite its occasional success when used by errant 

politicians, sportsmen and failed entrepeneurs) is usually problematic: 
 

This doctrine, which seems extreme, has had a rocky road in the annals of law.  But there 

was recently a successful automatism case in the Canadian courts.  In a more sensational 

way the defence of not remembering, or at any rate not being aware, is being reworked as 

courts face a rash of multiple personality cases.  The no-memory defence is being 

gradually turned into a non-starter, although, for some time to come, dissociation will 

perplex lawyers.  In South Carolina law, an adulterous woman cannot collect alimony; one 

plaintiff claims it was her alter that was unfaithful, she, the non-alter, should still collect. 

(Hacking 1994: p 42)  

 

Clearly dissociation will continue to perplex us for some time to come.  However, Paul’s 

defence is in fact more complex than the act of simply not remembering.  Recall Carla’s 

return the night after she had taken her Chance: 

 
In the dark, in the night, something woke me.  My tongue furry, my eyes like gravel, my 

head still dulled from the dope and drink, half-conscious I half saw the woman sitting in 

the chair by the bed. 
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A fat woman, weeping[ ... ] 

 

It was not a fair time.  Not a fair test.  I am better than that.  Undrugged, ungrogged, I 

would have done better.  It is unreasonable that such a test should come in such a way.  

But in the deep grey selfish folds of my mean little brain I decided that I had not woken 

up, that I would not wake up.  I groaned, feigning sleep and turned over. 

 

Carla stayed by my bed till morning, weeping softly while I lay with my eyes closed, 

sometimes sleeping, sometimes listening (pp 118-119). 

 

Paul remembers this occasion perfectly well, and it is his actions on this occasion for which 

he is asking the forgiveness of his interlocutor.  He knows he failed and he is clearly very 

sorry for what he has done, and, had he had his time again, we are sure he would have done 

much better.  It was the drink and the drugs and the bits of memory that he lost and the 

different bodies he had inhabited and the difficulty of what Carla was asking him to do.   

As an avowedly unprincipled formalist however, I am not here to judge or convict Paul.   

 

 

The second point to consider in relation to the genre of reminiscence is that Lumpy can be 

characterised as a figure who, upon seeing the features of a thing, is reminded of another 

thing.  There are numerous examples in the story’s diegesis of objects whose function is 

primarily indexical: the pair of lady’s knickers that were “quivering questions, cries, and 

thin misunderstandings (p 120) which have the function of reminding Lumpy of Carla’s 

former self; Carla’s school book on the topic of the known solar system which for Lumpy 

“brought to mind classrooms on summer days, dust, the smell of oranges, lecture theatres 

full of formally dressed students with eager faces” (p 91 emphasis added - these books in 

fact serve to remind Lumpy that he had known some of these things “long ago” and “just 

forgot”); the photographs which have the function of either reminding people of former 

selves (either with genuine affection - the dwarf [p 97] or with regret - Carla [p 108]; or of 

important events: the picture of the hunchback lady on the postage stamp (p 121) with its 

function of reminding citizens of the “crucial battle of Haytown.   
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The third key point about reminiscence can be gleaned from the political context apparent 

in Paul’s act of reminiscence.  As we have seen, this context is a society engaged in: 

 
The total embrace of a cancerous philosophy of change.  The populace became like 

mercury in each other’s minds and arms.  Institutions that had proved the very basis of our 

society (the family, the neighbourhood, marriage) cracked and split apart in the face of a 

shrill current of desperate selfishness ...  

 

Here also were signs of fragmentation ... It was an edgy and distrustful group that made up 

our society, motivated by nothing but their belief in the next chance. (pp 76-77) 

 

It is an ethnographic commonplace to suggest that routinisation, regularisation, and 

repetition  provide the very basis of organised social life.  “The Chance” posits the 

dystopian other of an efficiently functioning polis with a well ordered citizenry.  As well as 

providing an apologia or defence of Paul/Lumpy’s own behaviour, the personal 

reminiscence here functions as a particular kind of ritual, an attempt to provide some form 

of continuity in the face of this general discontinuity and change.   

 

This may be considered in purely formal terms.  A crucial “coupling” of elements on the 

first and on the last pages of the story points to this theme in the story: 

 
I was overwhelmed by a feeling of great loss.  I yearned for lost time, lost childhoods, 

seasons ... (p 73) 

 

and 

 
I have been a river of poisonous silver mercury, without form or substance, yet I carry 

with me this one pain, this one yearning, that I love you, my lady, with all my heart. ( 121 

emphasis added) 

 

“Yearned” and “Yearning” are obviously semantically equivalent.  The difference in tense - 

Lumpy “yearned” and Paul carries a state of “yearning” - underscores the difference 

between énoncé and énonciation discussed earlier.  The two statements also correlate with 

the notion of ritualistic utterance: against a context of change, ‘fragmentation’ and so on, I 
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(Lumpy) and I (Paul) both “yearn” for that which is perceived to have been lost.  In terms 

of the distinction between Lumpy and Paul, “The Chance” is the story of the displacement 

of an object of nostalgia.  Lumpy has not been redeemed, rather, Lumpy yearns for 

“seasons’.  This indicates that for him it is cyclic, patterned predictable, recognisable ritual 

activities that have been irretrievably lost.   

 

For Lumpy, the primary ritual of continuity that provides a link between contemporary 

experience and “that which is yearned for” is the activity of fishing.  The discussion 

regarding yearning for lost time cited above segues immediately into a discussion of fishing 

(pp 73-74).  Fishing functions as a ritual cycle throughout the story: Lumpy goes fishing in 

response to the first Hup meeting (pp 98-99); throughout the Jane Larange seduction 

sequence he is preparing to go fishing (pp 101-108); after the dwarf discovers the door 

Lumpy goes down to talk to the bream on the pier” (p 115); and his final discussion with 

the dwarf, after Carla has taken the Chance, takes place while Lumpy is fishing (pp 119-

20).  Jane Larange signals the distance between a committed politics of transformation with 

what for her is Lumpy’s conservative ritual activity: “you would rather kill fish than act 

responsibly (p 107)”.   

 

As Jack Goody has pointed out, however, ritual is not only about continuity: 

 
Exact recollection ... formalisation, repetition, may [not] only lead to solidarity ... it also 

leads to a loss of meaning ... The formal repetitive character of “ritual: leads to continuity, 

but the pejorative implications of formal, ritual, convention, etiquette, are in fact 

embedded in their very substance, intrinsic to their nature. (Goody 1977: 31) 15

 
15   Goody’s main argument, a convincing one, is a polemic against those anthropologists and ethnographers 
who persist in claiming that the study of rituals will provide a key to an understanding of the essential 
constitution of human societies.  Goody suggests that: 
 

it is misleading to assert that “rituals” provide a key to deep values more than any other 
type of human behaviour.  Indeed, I would be tempted to argue that they conceivably 
provide less of a clue, for the reasons I have stated, their formality, the element of cultural 
lag, the component of public demonstration, their role as masks of the “true” self (Goody 
1984: p 32). 
 

Consequently, in regard to the primary rituals that constitute “The Chance”, minimally Paul’s act of story-
telling, the Genetic Lottery itself, and Lumpy’s fishing, we are reluctant to go any “deeper” than a 
“descriptive” level of analysis.  The implications of any kind of depth analysis can be gleaned from an 
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Lumpy is also an exponent of ritual as a kind of dead metaphor, emblematised by the 

following: 

 
The days get hot and clear then and the land is like a tinder box.  Old men lighting 

cigarettes are careful to put the burnt matches back into the matchbox, a habit one sees 

carried on into the city by younger people who don’t know why they’re doing it, 

messengers carrying notes written in a foreign language. 

But this was once all common knowledge. (p 74) 

 

Ritual may well be a force of continuity, but it is also that which has lost its purpose or its 

meaning.  Ritual, for Lumpy is also a technique for forgetting the meaning of things. 

 

Ritual has a significantly different function for Paul.  Paul’s yearning for Carla signals the 

displacement of the notion of constancy onto the figure of Carla.  It is the unrecognisable 

Carla, the “fat, ugly” Carla, the “you sitting on a chair beside me, weeping in a darkened 

room” (p 121) who is the object of Paul’s yearning.  This is the “post-Chance” Carla, and it 

 
examination of Anthony Hassall’s (1994) account of the Genetic Lottery:  
 

The human propensity to gamble is so classically at odds with the sanctity traditionally 
accorded to nature’s genetic engineering, that the temptation to have a forbidden flutter at 
improving, or even just changing one’s body, while preserving one’s mind and spirit, 
would test the sternest character.  Indeed, if the extra-terrestrial Fastalogians, or any other 
colonising entrepreneurs, were to climb out of their space ships tomorrow and set up a 
Genetic Lottery, particularly in gambling-besotted Australia, the smart money would snap 
up their shares.  There are already established industries devoted to repairing and 
improving bodies, while research into genetic engineering, in which Australian scientists 
have played a leading role, is running well ahead of the ethical debate, and threatening to 
make the unimaginable commonplace before the debate can reach any conclusions (p 43). 
 

Certainly Hassall provides a set of extra-textual co-ordinates by which to consider the story.  What are we to 
make of his extra-terrestrial musings?  Hassall has basically pulled the idea of the Genetic Lottery out from 
its specific context within the story and used it in order to speculate upon a set of vaguely related issues 
around gambling, capitalism and genetics, providing us with an “insight” into some of the basic 
characteristics and fears of Australian society in so doing.  This is an example of reading as “reminding” that 
we discussed above, where the literary text is manifestly incapable of preventing uptakes of it that go further 
than the set of problems it works through itself.  This is, however, essentially a genre issue.  Science Fiction, 
as a romantic and speculative genre, is a mode where it is commonplace and appropriate that elements of its 
speculative repertoire manage to find any number of unanticipated and associative homes, as the history of its 
inventions, from Jules Verne to William Gibson, will attest.  The particular technologies that science fiction 
invents circulate in all manner of discourses, none necessarily literary (for example Verne’s Nautilus and 
Gibson’s cyberspace).  Literary Criticism, with its primary interest in the “work” itself, will thus always have 
a particularly tormented relationship with a genre that is predicated on such a relatively promiscuous usage. 
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is this Carla that Paul loves “with all my heart (p 121) - not the beautiful Carla that is the 

object of Lumpy’s desire.  Paul is ultimately seduced by the very Carla that Lumpy found 

so repulsive.  Fishing as ritual has by this time clearly been subject to an irredeemable 

entropy: “I have become a river of poisonous silver mercury (p 121)”.  No fish is going to 

survive such a river.   

 

It is at this point in the story that Paul begins to figure very precisely as the theorist of 

Culture who is aware of the construction of his self within the very social formation he 

seeks to transform.  As Dick Hebdidge formulates it: 

 
We shall have to recognise that the fragmentation and dispersals that we’re living through 

today require a new kind of integration and synthesis.  We shall have to go beyond our 

bodies, beyond the pursuit of pleasure for its own sake and learn to cultivate instead a 

responsible yearning: a yearning out towards something more and something better than 

this and this place now.16

 

Paul’s aesthetic training has facilitated his politics.  His yearning for Carla figures that 

ritual act of romantic utopian yearning that reappears infinitely as a certain conception of 

Cultural Studies’ primary defence: a yearning that has multiple forms but is finally a 

perpetual nostalgia for the future, a nostalgia for the infinitely always possible.   

 

Paul’s yearning also signals a more general displacement of the status and function of Carla 

within the story.  Carla, as I have mentioned, acts as the object of Lumpy’s love and desire 

in the romance that Paul tells, but in the final passage of the story a further important shifts 

has taken place.  Paul addresses Carla directly : “I love you”; “I think of you” (p 121).  In 

narrative terms Carla has shifted from being the object of the narrative (the object, in 

Greimas’s sense, of Paul’s desire) to the position of the narratee of the story.  This shift has 

two plausible explanations.  On the one hand that the entire story is a kind of private 

defence addressed to Carla where Paul is, in effect, defending his actions (or lack thereof).  

On the other that he is acting as an unreliable, drugged and drunken narrator (“alone with 

his books and his beer and his dog [p 121]”), who, overcome by the sheer weight of 
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memory, begins addressing the subject of his discourse.  Both possibilities serve to 

reinforce the notion of the narrative discourse as a kind of defence. 

 

 

8/.  THE LUMPENPROLETARIAT AND THE BOURGEOISIE 

 

Paul’s reminiscence, apologia and defence then is concerned with the failure of Lumpy’s 

romance, the failure of the Fasta’s colonisation, and Paul/Lumpy’s failure to take part in 

their overthrow.  This failure then has important social and political consequences.  The 

primary issue to consider here is that of representation, representation in that most banal 

sense of the question of names and naming.  There is no doubt that Lumpy is a figure who 

represents the misshapen lumpenproletariat.  Apart from the diminution of the name, the 

initial description of Lumpy qualifies him unconditionally for that particular class of 

individuals: “I was cut adrift, unconnected”; “I had got myself the body of an ageing street 

fighter”; “I didn’t work much”; “I played ... cheating card games (all quotations on p 77).  

Clearly Lumpy would be quite at home in Karl Marx’s exhaustive list of those individuals 

who qualify for membership of the lumpenproletariat: 

 
Alongside decayed roués of doubtful origin and uncertain means of subsistence, alongside 

ruined and adventurous scions of the bourgeoisie, there were vagabonds, discharged 

soldiers, discharged criminals, escaped gallery slaves, swindlers, confidence tricksters, 

lazzaroni (armed and paid members of the lumpenproletariat), pickpockets, sleight-of-

hand experts, gamblers, maquereaux (pimps), brothel-keepers, porters, pen-pushers, 

organ-grinders, rag-and-bone merchants, knife-grinders, tinkers, and beggars. (Marx 1977: 

p 179)17

 

 
16  Dick Hebdidge cited (approvingly) in  Probyn 1993: p 3. 
17 Clearly there are a number of occupations here whose practitioners, despite their occasional itinerance, 
would consider themselves to be relatively respectable: porters, knife-grinders, tinkers who are genuinely 
concerned about their craft.  We might also like to speculate - given the inclusion of such colourful characters 
as swindlers, confidence-tricksters, sleight-of-hand experts and pen-pushers(?!) in this list (we are sure that 
had Marx known of them, ex-advertising copywriters turned pen-pushers would have been included) - on the 
degree to which “The Chance” itself as well as the whole of the War Crimes collection, possibly even the 
entirety of Carey’s oeuvre, might be representative of a new kind of literary genre, the lumpenproletarian text. 
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It is in fact Carla (nothing less than a feminine form of Karl) who gives lumpy his pet 

name: it is the representative of a privileged class who names - represents and articulates - 

Lumpy. 

 

Carla explains her politics to Lumpy in the following manner: 

 
She had become quiet now, and serious, explaining that her parents had upper-class bodies 

like hers, that their ideas were not at home with their physiognomy (a word I had to ask 

her to explain), that they would form a revolutionary vanguard to lead the misshapen 

Lumpen Proletariat (another term I had never heard before) to overthrow the Fastas and 

their puppets. (p 84) 

 

“Hup” must be read in the banal sense of a call to a horse to quicken its pace - a 

metaphorical equivalent of the revolutionary vanguard attempting to “quicken the pace as it 

were of the (Lumpen) Proletariat.  The joke is of course that in Marx’s analysis the 

lumpenproletariat are by definition incapable of behaving in a “revolutionary” manner at 

all, and in practice only come into being as a class when they are articulated by, aligned 

with, and deployed by a powerful counter-revolutionary class of one sort or another. 

 

Marx has at three separate discussions of the function of the Lumpenproletariat.  First, from 

his description of Louis Bonaparte: 

 
This Bonaparte, who has set himself up as the head of the lumpenproletariat, who can only 

in that class find a mass reflection of the interests he himself pursues, who perceives the 

scum, the leavings, the refuse of all classes the only class that can provide him with an 

unconditional basis, this is the real Bonaparte, the Bonaparte sans phrase. (Marx 1977: 

179) 

 

Second, from his discussion of the ruling faction of the bourgeoisie during what was termed 

the July Monarchy, installed after the defeat of the Paris uprising of February-June 1848: 

 
 The same unbridled assertions of unhealthy and vicious appetite broke forth, appetites 

which were in vicious conflict with bourgeois law itself, and which were to be found 

particularly in the upper reaches of society, appetites in which the wealth created by 
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financial gambles seeks its natural fulfilment, in which pleasure becomes debauched, in 

which money, filth, and blood commingle.  In the way it acquires wealth and enjoys it the 

financial aristocracy is nothing but the lumpenproletariat reborn at the pinnacle of 

bourgeois society. (Marx 1977: p 39) 

 

Third, the discussion of various struggles described in “The Counter-Revolution in Berlin”: 

 
In Naples, the counter-revolution was the lumpenproletariat allied with the monarchy, 

against the bourgeoisie.  In Paris, it was the greatest historical battle which has ever taken 

place.  The bourgeoisie, allied with the lumpenproletariat, against the working-class. 

(Marx 1973: p 181) 

 

I am taking such pains to consider the lumpenproletarian concerns of the story because I 

am concerned to stand at a certain distance from the two main strands in the tradition of 

criticism that have developed around “The Chance”.  First the kinds of arguments derived 

from the heady poststructuralist enthusiasms that proliferated in literary criticism during the 

1980’s - a decade in which the “financial aristocracy” were remarkable for the scale and 

magnitude of their debauchery.  A key example: 

 
In many of Carey’s stories ... Reality is seen as something one constructs rather than 

apprehends objectively, and one’s own constructions of it are no less legitimate for being 

just that.  Conversely, since history is a fiction too, our commonsense understandings of 

existence are only more familiar versions of the delusions suffered by Carla in “The 

Chance” ... The foregrounding of fictionality in the formal organisation of the narrative is 

thus parallelled by the thematic proposition that all lives are constructions, all accounts are 

fictions, all explanations are partial or motivated. (Turner 1986: 435) 

 

Secondly the tradition that argues that The Chance functions in one way or another as a 

political satire, either in terms of a critique of “young revolutionaries”: 

 
“The Chance” (a chance taken at the Genetic Lottery by young revolutionaries who want 

to identify with the wretched of the earth) is ... a neat satire on the stereotyped views of the 

intelligentsia and the working class. (Fabre 1980: p 75) 

 

or in more traditional humanist terms: 
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The narrator begins to rediscover some of the moral values and categories of the 

remembered past but cannot avert the girl’s grotesque change into an old hag so she can be 

part of the Hup revolutionary vanguard ... Underneath the blindness of the people is 

Carey’s sense of an aesthetic of the real. (Daniel 1988: 157) 

 

The only political consciousness among the Lumpenproletariat is that they’re not interested 

in politics: Lumpy (as opposed to Paul) does not possess a “class consciousness”; he 

“didn’t give a damn about politics”.  However, I will take at face value Lumpy’s 

characterisation of the Hups as “rich crazy[s]”.  Carla’s “parents took the Chance last 

week” and have gone to “ ... another place where they’re needed” (all quotations are from p 

84 my italics).  It is clear that we are not dealing with youthful and naive revolutionaries 

here, but something that may well be approaching an organised resistance: the Hups are an 

organised political force.  It is not at all clear, however, that because they are nationalistic 

that they are necessarily “politically progressive”, particularly in the light of Marx’s 

account of the fluidity of the relationship between the lumpenproletariat and the various 

classes who are struggling for social dominance, classes who, from time to time, make use 

of the Lumpenproletariat.  It is not all clear that “The Chance” is a satire on young 

revolutionaries nor that Carla is suffering from delusions or blindness.  Carla may well, 

from her particular class perspective, have been employing an appropriate set of political 

tactics.  Consider the following mnemonic: 

 
The hunchback lady [Jane Larange] now adorns the 50 IG postage stamps in celebration of 

her now famous role at the crucial battle of Haytown (p 121).   

 

These stamps serve most emphatically as a reminder that it was the Hups, and not the 

Fastalogians, who were victorious.  The Hups, from this point of view, were always 

absolutely right.  Hassall points out that: 

 
Whether the change is for the better, however, or whether the Genetic lottery remains, is 

not revealed in the final retrospect.  Only the personal dimension continues to haunt the 

narrator. (Hassall 1994: pp 46-47) 
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Hassall is entirely correct as far as he goes; what is important about his work is that it 

signals the very first discussion in the history of criticism of “The Chance” that doesn’t 

suffer from collective amnesia, that recognises the Hups actually won the revolution, and 

thus cannot simply be dismissed as “deluded” or “stereotypical”.  However, I must reaffirm 

the point at which my analysis diverges from his.  The point Hassall makes concerning 

whether the “change is for the better” can only makes sense in terms of a criticism that is 

equally confident of the truth of Lumpy’s view of the Hups: 

 
[Lumpy] views such middle-class commitment to the proletariat as absurdly altruistic, 

betraying the personal for the political. (Hassall 1994: p 45) 

 

It is at this point that Hassall suffers from the same amnesia that plagues criticism of “The 

Chance” - he misses the point because Lumpy, Hassall’s point of identification, misses the 

point.  At no stage do the Hups demonstrate any particular commitment to the proletariat.  

Their view of the lumpen is precisely that of Marx: the lumpenproletariat as that which 

comes into being when mobilised by this or that class interest.  The implications of this are 

intriguing to say the least: despite its remorseless critique of the end-game of neo-liberal 

market-driven deregulation agenda there is no necessary retrieval of Carey’s text for a left-

liberal political agenda. 

 

The connection between the transformability of Lumpy/Paul (“rivers of poisonous 

mercury”) and the “lumpenproletariat” can be made clear from Peter Stallybrass and Allon 

White’s account of the Lumpenproletariat: 

 
Writing of the lumpen who composed the Mobile Guard in Paris, Marx wrote that they 

could never renounce “their lazzaroni character”, but, he concluded, these same guards 

were “thoroughly malleable, as capable of the most heroic deeds and the most exalted 

sacrifices as of the basest banditry and the foulest corruption. 

 

But if the lumpenproletariat can as easily be exalted as base, its identity cannot be given in 

advance of the moment of political articulation.  Hence, the curious ambivalence toward it 

in Marxist theory.  Insofar as the lumpenproletariat disarticulated the one-way 
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determination between social-class and political action, it threatened to subvert Marxism 

as a science. (Stallybrass and White 1986: p 88) 

 

Both the very notion of taking the Chance as well as the notion of “Revolution” are clearly 

concerned with a transformation or radical change that is acted upon.  Structurally, it is the 

very possibility of the Chance and its social effects (itself imposed by the colonising power 

of the Fastalogians) that produces the enabling conditions and possibility for the revolution 

to take place (“It proved to be the last straw.  The total embrace of a cancerous philosophy 

of change ... Here also were the signs of fragmentation, of ... revolutionaries without 

followers (the Hups ... )” [p 76]).  New revolutionary tactics, not necessarily tied to the old 

class certainties or the certainties of Marxism as a science, are necessary to overthrow the 

Fastas.  The Genetic Lottery is employed by the Hups as a revolutionary weapon, the 

technology of the oppressor is used against itself.  The Hups, during Lumpy’s 

contemporary experience, did not possess the tools to adequately analyse the colonial 

experience any more than Lumpy did.  The Hups were, however, in the final analysis, 

pragmatic revolutionaries - relying always upon a concept of revolutions that as yet have no 

model.  As such they ought not be dismissed as lightly as they have in the critical literature.  

 

 

9/.  A SPECULATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR ACCESSING THE OTHER 

 

I want to conclude the discussion, as befits the romance nature of the Science Fiction genre, 

on a speculative note.  Derrida, you will recall, in fact said “‘literatures’ or ‘revolutions’ 

that as yet have no model”. (Derrida 1977: p 243)18  What if Carla were not the object of 

 
18 This quotation is of course from the middle of Derrida’s notorious programmatic argument that for some 
time has authorised the following position - a rallying cry for a generation of deconstructionists: 
 

once this parasitism or fictionality can always add another parasitic or fictional structure to 
whatever has preceded it - what I elsewhere designate as a “supplementary code” - 
everything becomes possible against the language-police ... except for an exhaustive 
typology that would claim to limit the powers of graft or of fiction by and within an 
analytic logic of distinction, opposition, and classification in genus and species (p 143). 

 
Clearly this work licenses and endorses precisely the forms of speculative, associative and analogical 
criticism equivalent to reading as “reminding” taken up in “The Chance”.  My point is that it is not literature 
as a whole, but our romance genres, Science Fiction included, that nominate the speculative reading as an 
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Paul/Lumpy’s account, but rather the subject of the story?  I shall take on the burden of 

mounting Carla’s defence. 

 

The consideration of Carla as a subject will involve the use of the notion of liminality, 

derived from the anthropological work of Victor Turner.  The current status of the notion of 

the liminal is that it is essentially a set of conceptual techniques for fashioning the self as a 

properly ethically formed (and informed) postmodern subject.  Thus in discussions of the 

term notions like “neither one ‘thing’ nor an ‘other’”; “a state of constant and consistent 

becoming”; “dynamic disequilibria”; “constant movement toward an unrealisable stasis”; 

“the pulsing marginalia”; “threshold”; “blurring of boundaries”; destruction of 

dichotomies” tend to be shuffled about in order to describe a generalised postmodern 

condition.  The term has also received a principled and standardised set of definitions in 

academic discussions: “resistance to categorisation ... tendency ... to cross category, 

whether national, religious, sexual or sartorial”. (Waters 1994 p 43) While unprincipled 

formalism remains agnostic about the truth of this or that generalised conception of this or 

that postmodernity, it is not yet in any hurry to endorse a research technique that is 

predicated upon Lumpy’s series of analogies and remindings.   

 

Rather, I will return to the “old fashioned” notion of liminality as discussed by Turner in 

the 1970s, when he was concerned with pre-industrial tribal behaviours.  My reason for this 

is because the dystopian dimension of “The Chance” is, in fact concerned with possibilities 

of post-industrial tribal behaviours.  Admittedly, Turner is extremely lax in his use of the 

concept.  The liminal tends to shift its signification alarmingly in his discourse which thus, 

to a certain extent, ratifies the postmodern uptake.  This laxness is, I suspect, a function of 

the vast amount of quite different phenomenon for which Turner is trying to account under 

the term.  Thus, when defining what he calls a liminal proposition: 

 
They are liminal, in the sense that they are suspensions of quotidian reality, occupying 

privileged spaces where people are allowed to think about how they think, about the terms 

in which they conduct their thinking, or to feel about how they feel in daily life. (Turner 

1987: 102) 

 
integral part of their interpretative and cultural programme. 
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Thus, it seems, any cultural moment or practice where individuals are able to reflect upon 

their cultural practices counts as a liminal moment. However, Turner’s “original” use of the 

concept provides us with a degree of analytic precision that the concept, like Carey’s burnt 

matches, appears to have lost in the intervening period. 

 

Given that I have argued against a particular conception of the liminal, I seek now to more 

adequately contextualise that which Turner describes as the liminal.19  Turner draws on the 

classic anthropological work of Arnold Van Gennep, who, in accounting for the structure 

of different rites of passage he found across many tribal cultures, describes three distinct 

phases in these transitions: separation; margin (or limen); and re-aggregation.  There is an 

obvious reason why this tripartite formulation is of interest to scholars interested in Science 

Fiction and, more generally, in the “classic romance plot” of the nineteenth century novel: 

 
The plot ... as it traces the quest for self-identity, follows a closed and closely knit circle.  In 

its movement, this plot is akin to the circle of Hegel’s Self-Consciousness as it emerges 

from an immediate form of self-unity, suffers alienation, and seeks to return to self-identity 

in the higher form of “the fundamental oneness of the Absolute”. (Rabine 1985: p 9)20

 

Clearly Van Gennep’s three phases are indebted to the circle of Hegelian Self-

Consciousness: immediate self-unity, alienation, and the return to self-identity in a higher 

form.  The Science Fiction plot, as a variation of the classical romance plot, should be 

understood as a certain kind of ritual activity, a kind of rite of passage itself.  It is probable 

that Van Gennep can be charged with ethnocentrism, allowing a certain set of nineteenth 

century romantic concepts to shape his analysis of cultures whose formation owe little or 

nothing to Van Gennep’s formulation.  However, what we are dealing with in the present 

analysis are, as we have seen, precisely romantic cultural artefacts. 

 

 
19  See in particular the following essays: Turner (1977), Victor and Edith Turner (1982), and Turner (1986).  
For a general account of Turner’s work, see Doty (1986)  particular pp 72-196.  
20 There are clear parallels between the romantic quest for self-identity and de Certeau’s tripartite “travel 
account” discussed above (chapter three). 
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The “liminal” phase then is in the first instance the marginal, threshold or alienated stage of 

a rite of passage.  One of the ways in which Turner widens the meaning of the term is as 

follows: 

 
History itself has sometimes generated religious phenomena approximating those found in 

liminal periods.  This happens during epochs of marked cultural change and its 

accompanying personal psychological stress ...  

   When powerful invaders and colonisers exert economic pressure and political force on 

indigenous groups of a simpler material culture, who have no means of sustained military 

defence, revitalistic movements tend to take on a religious character. (Turner 1982: 211) 

 

Clearly there is a religious character to the indigenous revivalist movements who spring up 

as a result of the Fasta’s colonisation: 

 
Here also were the signs of fragmentation, of religious confusion, of sects decadent and 

strict.  Wild-haired holymen in loincloths, palm-readers, seers, revolutionaries without 

followings (the Hups, the Namers, the L.A.K.) ( p 76). 

 

The Hups are a “tribe” who, as Turner would put it: 

 
Play with the factors of liminality, with masks and monsters, symbolic inversions, parodies 

of profane reality and so forth ... pulling the elements of culture apart, putting them 

together again if [sic] often random, grotesque, improbable, surprising, shocking, 

sometimes deliberately experimental combinations. (Turner 1977: 43) 

 

From this point of view then my earlier concerns about the incoherence of the Hup position 

are irrelevant, because central to their platform are notions of the random (cf Carla’s very 

act of taking up with Lumpy), the grotesque (for example Jane Larange) and the 

improbable (the belief that a contrary aesthetic act - taking the chance in order to lose - 

translates into a revolutionary political act). 

 

What then of Carla?  She belongs to the Hups, a liminal group emerging during a liminal 

historical moment, but the case I wish to mount is that she also occupies the liminal phase 

of the particular rite of passage into this community.  She is positioned as a novice, an 
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initiate in transition.  When we first encounter her she is “of the Hups but not yet a Hup”: 

she has her own body, she has not yet taken the Chance.  Her “beauty” itself is in a 

transitional state.  Paul describes her in the following manner: 

 
I have always enjoyed women who, whilst being conventionally feminine enough in their 

appearance, have exhibited behavioural traits more commonly associated with men ... my 

new friend who rolled a cigarette with hands which might have been the hands of an 

apprentice bricklayer ... who had her hair shorn in a manner as to deny her beauty (p 83).21

 

In this sense Carla is in a “betwixt and between” state, neither “here-nor-there”, neither 

“one-thing-nor-the-other”, thus evading ordinary cognitive classification.  Carla, because of 

her transitional state, is androgynous.  Paradox, Turner points out, is the most characteristic 

mid liminal state, the paradoxical state being a state of both this and that. (Turner 1997: 37) 

 

Turner goes on to point out that novices: 

 
may be said to be in a process of being ground down into a sort of homogenous social 

matter ... the grinding down process is accomplished by ordeals; circumcision ... hazing ... 

impossible physical tests in which failure is greeted by ridicule, unanswerable riddles 

which makes even clever candidates look stupid. (37) 

 

I have already remarked upon the manner in which Paul/Lumpy considers the events of the 

story to be an emotional test which he had failed.  Consider though Lumpy himself, a man 

of “furies and tempers’ (p 73), whose mirror reflected: 
 

a battered, red, broken-nosed face, marked by great quizzical eye-brows, intense black 

eyes, and tangled wiry hair.  I had been through the lottery and lost (p 77). 

 

He was clearly known to the Hups: 

 
21  Lumpy’s attraction to this non-conventionally beautiful Carla may give the lie to Carla’s attack on him for 
his ideas of beauty.  It may also, however, be a function of faulty memory on Paul’s part, who may well have 
changed his ideas about beauty as a result of his relationship to Carla.  We can note further that this 
“bisexuality” evident on the part of Carla, as well as Lumpy’s apparent attractedness to it, is the only part of 
the story that comes close to taking up the very specific problem of the notion of gender and the genetic 
lottery.  Despite all of the border crossing undertaken during the course of Chance taking, gender boundaries, 
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The ... ugly Hups stepped aside when I stormed down their streets (p 77 emphasis added). 

 

Lumpy is precisely the kind of material that would have been used as a test for Carla.  He 

explicitly tests her beliefs about the relative nature of beauty, while his lumpenproletarian 

status serves to test her educated, “upper-class” manners. Lumpy himself serves as a 

grotesque pedagogical device in Carla’s rite of passage - he is a technique by which she is 

one who is “humbled and levelled to make them fit for a higher status or state.” (Turner 

1977: 38-39) 

 

Turner goes on to point out, in liminal terms, what is finally the key difference between 

Carla and Lumpy: 

 
Humbling and submission to ordeal, whether inflicted by self or others, goes with 

preparation for elitehood ... while having an extremely good time, and play-acting at 

having superior status, goes with a basic persisting egalitarianism among those who 

become liminaries for the occasion. (39) 

Lumpy clearly has a great time when he’s with Carla, this is, in the end, the main reason 

why he doesn’t want to lose her.  In this sense he provides a clear example of a “liminary 

for the occasion”.  Once his usefulness for her has been served however, Lumpy/Paul, or, 

for that matter, any one of his mates down at the Parks and Gardens, can be left - along 

with a few books, their beer and their dogs - alone to fend for themselves.  

 
it seems, remain quite firmly fixed. 
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Chapter Four 

RENEWING ORDINARY COMMITMENTS: 

Inventing a Common History. 

David Malouf’s “Remembering Babylon” 

 

We began with the conception of the cultural space articulated by Malouf’s “A Travellers 

Tale”, an “ordinary commitment” to the national space understood as the attempt to provide 

forms of conservative nationalist unity in the face of fragmentation.  Multiculturalism 

problematized this conservative nationalist unity in ways the fragile unity had difficulty 

dealing with. Carey’s text moved us in a different direction, travelling forward in time and 

opening the speculative possibility of the nightmare of the thoroughly dismantled nation - a 

vision of individualism and private risk-taking represented as the possibility of infinite 

possibility, of infinite choice.  In this situation, the “always failing” attempt to stave off 

complete fragmentation is evoked through ritual and through a suturing operation by a 

constantly failing memory politics.   

 

1/.  MALOUF’S INTERVENTION 

 

Malouf makes his intervention for two reasons.  Firstly, because Malouf writes out of a 

specific postcolonial moment.  This moment is conceived, as we have seen, in terms of the 

struggle to maintain the local, the regional, and the national against cultural and market 

forces routinely represented as inevitably, irresistibly, globalising.   Secondly because 

Malouf, as we recognised in the analysis of “A Traveller’s Tale”, is able - ironically - to 

take the position of “the governmental centre”.  The intervention involves beginning the 

work of understanding the strategies by which white national literature has maintained its 

relative hegemony, as well as offering possibilities for the future development of another, 

richer, literature. Furthermore, Malouf’s work develops in relation to his awareness that 

any kind of multi-cultural utopian writing in the Australian cultural field does not emerge 

out of a desire on the part of Anglo-Celtic Australia to change itself (this despite the best 
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attempts of such minority formations as Meanjin or Southerly culture), indeed, Anglo-

Celtic Australia doggedly resists such change.  Rather, multi-culturalism is forced upon 

Anglo-Celtic Australian identity by the sheer weight of global social and economic reality. 

 

We now turn to Malouf’s novel Remembering Babylon. (Malouf 1994)  Written in the 

moral and political wake of the post 1988 Aboriginal protest movement as well as the 

events that led to the historic Mabo decision,1 this book is a remarkable attempt to come to 

terms with what Australia receives as a nation: a warts and all attempt to describe our 

national inheritance.  As Lindsay and Murray (1997-98) suggest "the novel examines the 

processes and the rewards of Australia's current attempts to see its national self objectively 

- attempts that require white Australians to accept the collective responsibility for the social 

and psychic division that continues to flow from the fear and violence of Australian history 

since 1788" (p 94).  One of the tragedies of contemporary history is the manner in which a 

conservative government aided and abetted by a conservative media have doggedly 

colluded to push this national self-examination off the public agenda2.    

 

As such, Remembering Babylon might best be described as a putting of history into 

literature, of literature doing history3.  Earlier, I discussed “A Traveller’s Tale” in terms of 

Malouf’s essayistic techniques - taking an idea and developing it without necessarily 

proclaiming any particular commitment to that idea or concept.  With Remembering 

Babylon we can understand this technique in terms of a particularly Kantian inflection - an 

inflection outlined by Derrida in his essay “Economimesis”, itself primarily a discussion of 

Kant’s Critique of Judgement: 

 
Immediately after having distinguished art from nature, Kant specifies that the only thing 

one ought to call “art” is the production of freedom by means of freedom.  Art properly 

 
1   On this see Whittick and Charmettes (1996) p 77. 
2   On this issue, particularly in relation to the "dreaming" of John Howard, see Rundle (2001), particularly pp 
14-32. 
3   Andrew Taylor (2000) usefully points out that, taken together, five of Malouf's novels "span the 
chronology of Australian history": The Conversations at Curlow Creek (late C18, early C19), Remembering 
Babylon (mid C19, early C20), Fly Away Peter (first two decades of C20, particularly WW1), Harland's Half 
Acre (before WW1 to approx. 1970s), The Great World (Great Depression of the 1930s to the boom of the 
1980s) (p 3). 
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speaking puts free-will to work and places reason at the root of its acts.  There is therefore 

no art, in a strict sense, except that of a being who is free and has speech: the product of 

bees [“cells of wax regularly constructed”] is not a work of art. (Derrida 1981: p5) 

 

The essayistic quality of Malouf’s work - understood in strict Kantian terms - operates in 

terms of the free-will of the artist/genius being put to work through reason.4  Derrida 

analyses the Kantian aesthetic in the following manner: 

 
What can be glimpsed in this inexhaustible reiteration of the humanist theme, of the 

ontology bound up with it as well, in this obscurantist buzzing that always treats animality 

in general, under the purview of one or two scholastic examples, as if there were only a 

single “animal” structure that could be opposed to the human (inalienably endowed with 

reason, freedom, sociality, laughter, language, law, the symbolic, with consciousness, or an 

unconscious, etc), is that the concept of art is also constructed with just such a guarantee in 

view.  It is there to raise man up, that is, always to erect a man-god, to avoid contamination 

from “below”, and to mark an incontrovertible limit of anthropological domesticity.  The 

whole of economimesis (Aristotle: only man is capable of mimesis) is represented in this 

gesture.  Its ruse and its naiveté - the logic of man - lie in the necessity, in order to save the 

absolute privilege of emergence (art, freedom, language, etc), of grounding it in an 

absolute naturalism and in an absolute indifferentialism; somewhere human production has 

to be renaturalized, and differentiation must get effaced into opposition. 

   Thus bees have no art.  And if one were to name their production a “work of art”, it 

would be “only by analogy”.  The work of art is always that of man. (Derrida 1981: p 5) 

 

In Remembering Babylon it is, probably coincidentally, bees, functioning as symbol (as 

opposed to analogy), which signal the attempt, within the Kantian (or theological - Janet 

McIvor is, to be sure, a nun) framework, to gesture beyond or through the remorselessly 

humanist aesthetic.  Bees function as a technique for displacing the human mind as the 

centre of all operations of knowledge.   

 

In this chapter I seek to respect the cultural work, the cultural politics and, finally, the 

positive contribution to the nation-building process that Malouf’s work has sought to 

perform. I will be wrestling with postcolonial literary criticism in order to free Malouf from 

 
4   On the necessity of the relationship between artist and genius in Kant see Derrida (1981) p 6. 
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the kinds of attributions it seeks to develop.  I will approach Malouf’s writing indirectly - 

through the work of a set of other writers: primarily Derrida, Lévi-Strauss, and de Man.  

All of these writers will themselves be read through Lee Spinks's (1995) "rigorous and 

engaging reading of David Malouf's Reading Babylon" (Dawson 1997: 210).  

 

2/.  A LESSON IN WRITING 

 

A commonplace in postcolonial critical work is the establishment of a distinction between 

those writers who, in order to resist containment, challenge the European master narrative 

of history with their own indigenous cultural systems, and those writers who do not have 

fully formulated “epistemological systems to which to ‘return’, but whose challenges are 

just as radical” (Tiffin 1988: p 173). Given the status of white Australia as a “settler 

society”, a society "in process" as it were, postcolonial analyses of Australian texts tend to 

run along the second of these two poles. 

 

The following longish quotation from Tiffin demonstrates the dexterity and precision that 

must be undertaken by a typical postcolonial “settler society” analysis in its opening 

gambit: 

 
The strategies for decolonising or dispensing with imperial history for those without 

alternative systems, but who feel an urgent metaphysical and/or political need for 

severance from such European constructs are necessarily different.  Here the “counter 

culture of the imagination” still promotes polyphony, eschews fixity, monocentrism and 

closure, interrogates concepts such as history and textuality, opposes oral to written 

formulations, but does so by inhabiting the absences or the oppositional “positions” in the 

imperial textual record, and from these absences or oppositions interrogating its presence 

or fixity ... The writer adopts the positions of those already written out of, or marginalised 

by, the western record of historical materialism - oppressed or annihilated peoples, women, 

animals ... It is not surprising to find, then that escaping the constraints of written records 

is frequently thematised in such works, as well as escaping the conceptual constraints of 

imperial cultures whose programmes of conquest and annihilation and suppression are 

enshrined in language.   In thematising textual capture ... these postcolonial writers seek to 

recast history as a “redefinable present rather than an irrevocably interpreted past”. 
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   One extremely important strategy here has been to collapse the apparent fixity of 

imperial ontologies and epistemologies and instead of opposing system to system, to seek 

the continual erosion of any perspectives which might constitute or reconstitute themselves 

as conquering and containing ones. (Tiffin 1988: 176-77) 

 

The postcolonial writer manifests an urgent need, metaphysical and/or political, to liberate 

herself from European constructs.  The writer is on the side of polyphony and plurality 

against monocentrism.  The writer adopts the position of those peoples, women and animals 

already marginalised by western historical accounts.  The writer thematises textual capture 

and continually erodes all perspectives which appear dangerously singular.  Because the 

figure of the writer is defined in an absolutely tautological manner, there is no need to ask 

whether Tiffin’s program is the genuine program of the postcolonial novelist or whether 

said program is the critical technology available to the postcolonial critic.  Clearly an 

eminently transferable and repeatable pedagogy.  Our question remains however: how 

much does it miss? 

 

The postcolonial literary critical position regarding history receives its most complete 

articulation in relation to Malouf in Lee Spinks's (1995) essay entitled “Allegory, Space, 

Colonialism: Remembering Babylon and the Production of Colonial History”.  This essay 

has the virtue of allowing us to gauge, with remarkable precision, the origins of post 

Colonial Maloufian criticism’s fascination for space, history and narrative.  

 

The principal concern of Spinks’s essay is the issue of the production of “colonial history” 

understood as “discourse”, alongside the capacity for critical thought to subvert such a 

discursive formation.  In Spinks’s case such subversion is achieved by means of “the 

presence of a mutable and temporally discontinuous subjectivity” - Gemmy Fairley - who 

“constitutes a grave danger to the governing premises of enlightenment and colonialist 

rhetoric5.” (p 171) In order to clear the ground for the analysis of this hazardous scene, 

 
5   In critiquing the postcolonial analysis we are mindful of Whittick and Charmettes (1996) point that 
Malouf's characters in Remembering Babylon are primarily working class, they don't have the innate 
superiority of conventional nineteenth century upper class heroes.  Their faith in their own racial superiority 
withers away under the gaze of the aboriginals. (p 85)  From this point of view it is not the governing 
premises of enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric that are damaged by Fairley or the aborigine, rather it is 
those working-class characters who, by virtue of their lack of education or civilisation, do not fully subscribe 
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Spinks refers us to “the famous chapter from [Claude Lévi-Strauss’s] autobiographical 

volume Tristes Tropiques entitled ‘The Writing Lesson’”, (p 166) the chapter in which 

Lévi-Strauss: 

 
provides a fascinating account of the impact that the introduction of written script into the 

illiterate community of the Brazilian Nambikwara Indians had upon the codes of 

recognition that underpinned tribal life.  Arriving among the Nambikwara, Levi-Strauss 

distributed pens and sheets of paper as a propitiatory gift.  Because of their absolute 

unfamiliarity with written languages, the Nambikwara amused themselves with the 

execution of a few desultory squiggles.  However, the chief of the group, associating the 

anthropologist and the act of inscription with the possession of authority, insisted on 

conversing with Levi-Strauss by sketching nonsensical lines onto a writing pad.  The 

illusion of communication deceived neither the anthropologist nor the chief; the point of 

the exercise was for the chief to ‘astonish his companions, to convince them that he was 

acting as an intermediary agent for the exchange of goods, that he was in alliance with the 

white man and shared his secrets’ - in short to invest in the system of differentiation that 

writing disseminates ... The division that writing produces between illiterate and literate 

subjects is shown in the response of the Nambikwara, who ‘withdrew their allegiance to 

their chief after he had tried to exploit a feature of civilisation’ because they ‘felt in some 

way that writing and deceit had penetrated simultaneously into their midst’. (p 166) 

 

A very famous chapter indeed, though its fame is hardly autochthonous. As everybody 

knows, the fame of “The Writing Lesson” rests singularly upon the chapter’s status as an 

analytic centrepiece in Jacques Derrida’s even more famous treatise Of Grammatology.  

Derrida fails to receive even a mention in Spinks’s essay.  Lévi-Strauss’s chapter is thus, in 

Spinks’s account, left uncontaminated by Derrida’s analysis.  Spinks, with the precise aim 

of attempting to escape the constraints of written records, thus offers a space in which “The 

 
to the governing premises of enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric who are incapable of dealing with the 
challenge of the hybrid or the aboriginal, and greet it with fear and loathing.  As useful a corrective to the 
postcolonial argument as Whittick and Charmettes's point is, however, it only tells a third of the story.  As 
Lindsay and Murray (1997-98) point out, there are two kinds of response to Fairley - the fear response on the 
one hand and the "attainment of knowledge" on the other (p 96).  A second kind of character - as 
emblematised by Janet, Lachlan, Frazer, and even Abbott - is transformed (in a positive manner) in one way 
or another by their association with Fairley.  There is a third kind of response discussed in the book, that of 
the bona fide representative of the colonial. (eg Bowen and Herbert)  These characters, rather than placed in 
grave danger by Fairley, are almost completely oblivious of him: no fear and no transformation.   
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Writing Lesson” can remain in the undefiled or “natural” state in which it rested before 

Derrida entered and committed his act of violence against Lévi-Strauss’s text.   

 

The reason Derrida gives so much attention to what may appear to be a marginal piece of 

writing: The Writing Lesson, “is not in order to take unfair advantage of a travel journal, 

something that could be considered the least scientific expression of a thought.” (Derrida 

1976: p 119) The status of the travelogue as the “least scientific expression of a thought” in 

fact provides Derrida with a major reason for taking the text extremely seriously.  Insofar 

as the Derridean canon is concerned, Tristes Tropiques bears a remarkable similarity to 

Husserl’s Origins of Geometry: both are examples of the “dashed off” text, the text written 

in a hurry with little consideration given to its “scientific status”.  The result of this 

compositional technique is that these are the texts where the anthropologist or the 

philosopher comes out at last from behind his “clown’s make-up” and says what he “really 

thinks”.  These texts then constitute a kind of anti-model to Malouf’s (and Carey’s) writing, 

which can be characterised as essayistic fiction: trying out ideas that the writer has no 

particular commitment to, and seeing what happens in the act of this try-out - testing 

himself against those ideas. From this point of view, Trisk’s “clown’s make-up” stands as a 

model for precisely the kind of fiction that Malouf produces - there is no coming out from 

behind the make-up because not only is there is nothing to come out with from behind, 

there is also nothing to come out in front of. 

 

The lesson Spinks draws from the story Lévi-Strauss so eloquently tells is that “Levi-

Strauss’s remarks” offer a “sustained meditation upon the relationship between writing, 

difference and power [which] anticipate and foreshadow Malouf’s central themes and 

interests” (emphasis added).  From this insight, Spinks develops the point that “what is at 

stake in these texts [both “The Writing Lesson” and Remembering Babylon] is the 

imbrication of identity with difference, the relationship between history and narrative, and 

the implication of the act of writing in complex forms of domination and exclusion”. 

(Spinks 1995: p 167)  This argument rests upon an equivalence between the thematics of 

writing and what we might call, following Henry Louis Gates, the discourse of 
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postcolonialism - colonial discourse represents a totality outside of which nothing can be 

understood.  Gates has made the connection in the following way: 
 

It is my claim that what Jacques Derrida calls writing, Spivak, in a brilliant reversal, has 

renamed colonial discourse.  So it is no accident that the two terms share the same 

functionality.  The Derridean mot, that there is nothing outside the text, is reprised as the 

argument that there is nothing outside (the discourse of) colonialism.  And it leads, as well, 

to the argument that this very discourse must be read as heterogeneous to itself, as laced 

with the aporias and disjunctures that any deconstructive reading must elicit and engage.  

(It’s in just these terms that Spivak joins in the critique of alterism: “I am critical of the 

binary opposition Coloniser/Colonised.  I try to examine the heterogeneity of ‘Colonial 

Power’, and to disclose the complicity of the two poles of that opposition as it constitutes 

the disciplinary enclave of the critique of imperialism.”). (Gates 1991: p 466) 

 

I am not convinced that this reading of Spivak (or of Derrida) is entirely accurate.  

Consider, for example, Derrida’s comments: 

 
All societies capable of producing, that is to say of obliterating, their proper names, and of 

bringing classificatory difference into play, practice writing in general.  No reality or 

concept would therefore correspond to the expression “society without writing.”  This 

expression is dependent on ethnocentric oneirism, upon the vulgar, that is to say 

ethnocentric, misconception of writing.  (Derrida 1976: p 109)    

 

Gates’s point, if we are to read Derrida seriously, is that the very act of bringing 

classificatory difference into play, by any society and presumably by any organism 

whatsoever - bees included - equals colonial discourse.  The effects of Gates’s formulation 

are obvious: widening the meaning of the concept of colonialism to this extent empties the 

concept of its value: heuristic, hermeneutic, pedagogic, political or otherwise.  

 

We might also wish to examine Spivak’s point a little more closely: “I am critical of the 

binary opposition Coloniser/Colonised.  I try to examine the heterogeneity of ‘Colonial 

Power’, and to disclose the complicity of the two poles of that opposition as it constitutes 

the disciplinary enclave of the critique of imperialism.”  For Spivak, Colonial power is that 

which constitutes the disciplinary enclave of its own critique.  It remains unclear what, for 
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Spivak, the heterogeneity of colonial power might be: what she offers in the passage is a 

dialectical colonial power constituted by itself and its reflection (or critique).  It is not clear 

that Spivak offers a conception of colonial power which enacts an heterogeneity other than 

its resolute singularity coupled with its own reflection on its complicity with itself (from 

this point of view the transformations that occur in characters such as Lachlan, Janet, Fraser 

and Abbott as a result of their various relationships with Gemmy are anticipated by colonial 

power).  At the very least though, Spivak does the important work of opening up the 

investigation of the notion that Colonial power is to be understood as fundamentally 

heterogeneous. 

 

Malouf’s central themes and interests, read through the “textual capture” of “A Writing 

Lesson”, turn out to be two themes with which, from our readings of several of Malouf’s 

other readers, we are already familiar: firstly “the idea [that] enlightenment in general (and 

writing in particular) conceals the effect of slavery within its emancipatory gestures” and 

secondly “Levi-Strauss’s emphasis upon the interestedness of writing”. (Spinks 1995: p 

166) 

 

A brief consideration of the fame of “The Writing Lesson” in fact reveals that the two 

prongs of Lévi-Strauss’s attack upon writing (writing conceals slavery, writing is 

interested) are contestable.  They make up precisely the aspect of Lévi-Strauss’s work 

which Derrida places under scrutiny.  I shall not speculate upon whether Spinks considers 

this to be irrelevant, or whether she simply assumes that Lévi-Strauss’s and Derrida’s 

positions are one and the same. The position outlined in “The Writing Lesson” suits the 

needs of postcolonial literary theory perfectly well.  Spinks is maintaining a long held and 

largely unproblematized position within postcolonial literary studies, as exemplified by 

Tiffin above.   

 

The case I want to argue is that Derrida’s critique of Lévi-Strauss has profoundly unsettling 

consequences for the kind of postcolonial critical discourse Spinks’s work so eloquently 

represents.  Derrida begins his chapter “The Violence of the Letter: from Lévi-Strauss to 

Rousseau” with an epigram taken from “A Writing Lesson”: “It [writing] seems to favor 
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rather the exploitation than the enlightenment of mankind ... Writing, on this its first 

appearance in their [the Nambikwara Indians] midst, has allied itself with falsehood”. 

(Derrida 1976: p 101) Derrida’s argument amounts to a five point critique of the assertion 

of writing as exploitation outlined by Lévi-Strauss.  I will consider each of the points of 

this critique in turn. 

 

Firstly, consider the manner in which Derrida points to a relation between language and 

violence: 
 

the violence that does not supervene from without upon an innocent language in order to 

surprise it, a language that suffers from the aggression of writing as the accident of its 

disease, its defeat and its fall; but is the originary violence of a language which is always 

already a writing.  Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss are not for a moment to be challenged when 

they relate the power of writing to the exercise of violence.  But radicalizing this theme, no 

longer considering this violence as derivative with respect to a naturally innocent speech, 

one reverses the entire sense of the proposition - the unity of violence and writing - which 

one must therefore be careful not to abstract and isolate. (p 106) 

 

Derrida agrees with Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss that writing and violence are linked, but 

conceptualises this linkage in a different way.  He critiques the notion of an innocent group 

of speakers who are somehow “penetrated” by writing.  As Spinks would have it, this 

“innocent group” demonstrate the way in which “the division that writing produces 

between illiterate and literate subjects is shown in the response of the Nambikwara to 

writing, who ‘withdrew their allegiance to their chief after he had tried to exploit a feature 

of civilisation’ because they ‘felt in some way that writing and deceit had penetrated 

simultaneously into their midst’”. (Spinks 1995: p 166)6   

 

Derrida casts doubt upon Lévi-Strauss’s distinction between “illiterate and literate” 

subjects.  Lévi-Strauss (and Spinks following him) does not take seriously enough the 

 
6 We can’t help but think that the Nambikwara’s response was in fact an entirely appropriate response to 
what they already perfectly well understood as the deceitful and opportunistic behaviour on the part of their 
chief. 
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manner in which the “codes of recognition that underpinned tribal life” already constitute a 

form of writing: 

 
By radically separating language from writing, by placing the latter below and outside, 

believing at least that it is possible to do so, by giving oneself the illusion of liberating 

linguistics from all involvement with written evidence, one thinks in fact to restore the 

status of authentic language, human and fully signifying language, and to all languages 

practiced by peoples whom one nevertheless continues to describe as “without writing” ... 

.the colloquial difference between language and writing, the rigorous exteriority of one 

with respect to the other, is admitted.  This permits the distinction between peoples using 

writing and peoples without writing.  Lévi-Strauss is never suspicious of the value of such 

a distinction.  This, above all allows him to consider the passage from speech to writing as 

a leap, as the instantaneous crossing of a line of discontinuity: passage from a fully oral 

language, pure of all writing - pure, innocent - to a language appending to itself its graphic 

“representation”, as an accessory signifier of a new type, opening a technique of 

oppression. (Derrida 1976: p 120) 

 

What Amanda Nettelbeck described as a “nostalgic desire for a fullness of identity which is 

grounded in the ideal of ‘Being as presence’” (quoted in chapter three [above]) is thus 

found in the Spinks/Lévi-Strauss conception of the distinction between literacy and 

illiteracy.  However, this nostalgic desire supports not, as Nettelbeck maintains, “Western 

patriarchy’s project of colonialism”, but rather: 

 
a profound ethnocentrism privileging the model of phonetic writing ... an ethnocentrism 

thinking itself as anti-ethnocentrism, ... an ethnocentrism in the consciousness of a 

liberating progressivism. (Derrida 1976: p 120) 

 

It thus comes as no surprise that Spinks concludes her essay with the endorsement of as 

profound a piece of "logocentrism" as could be found anywhere in the occident: 

 
in Fairley’s story, [Malouf asks] us to ‘remember Babylon’ and describes a moment of 

absolute apocalyptic plenitude, which, by its very nature, surpasses the descriptive power 

of every narrative account. (p 173) 
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The very appearance of Spinks’ essay twenty years after the translation and widespread 

circulation and fame of Grammatology, is testament to the apparent overwhelming 

difficulty of Derrida’s lesson in writing.  This is all the more remarkable given that 

Malouf’s Remembering Babylon, the very text from which Spinks derives her theory, is 

explicit in its use of Derrida’s widened conception of writing in relation to the 

anthropological other.  Gemmy Fairley learns early in his time with the Aboriginal tribe 

that: 

 
there were many objects in the camp that he was forbidden to touch.  Their life was a cat’s 

cradle of rights and restrictions, they all had objects, people too, that they must not look 

upon. (Malouf 1994: p28) 

 

Derrida’s widened conception of writing is of course designed explicitly in order to take 

into account, in an anti--ethnocentric manner, precisely the capacities of anthropologically 

other cultures to formulate the kinds of laws and regulated social codings represented by 

Malouf’s phrase “cat’s cradle of rights and restrictions”.   However, we need to analyse 

Derrida’s critique of Lévi-Strauss further in order to gain a full understanding of the 

stubbornness of postcolonial discourse in its continuing refusal to take Derrida’s lesson in 

writing on board. 

 

The second element of Derrida’s critique occurs where he takes up the “hypothesis of “The 

Writing Lesson” concerning enslavement: 

 
To read this page appropriately, one must differentiate it into its strata.  The author 

presents here what he calls his “hypothesis”: “If my hypothesis is correct, the primary 

function of writing, as a means of communication, is to facilitate the enslavement of other 

human beings,”  On a first level, the hypothesis is so quickly confirmed that it hardly 

merits its name.  These facts are well know.  It has long been known that the power of 

writing in the hands of a small number, caste, or class, is always contemporaneous with 

hierarchization, let us say with political differance; it is at the same time distinction into 

groups, classes and levels of economico-politico-technical power, and delegation of 

authority, power deferred and abandoned to an organ of capitalization.  This phenomenon 

is produced from the very onset of sedentarization; with the constitution of stocks at the 

origin of agricultural societies.  Here things are so patent that the empirical illustration that 
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Lévi-Strauss sketches could be infinitely enriched.  This entire structure appears as soon as 

a society begins to live as a society, that is to say from the origin of life in general, when, 

at very heterogeneous levels of organization and complexity, it is possible to defer 

presence, that is to say expense or consumption, and to organize production, that is to say 

reserve in general.  This is produced well before the appearance of writing in the narrow 

sense, but it is true, and one cannot ignore it, that the appearance of certain systems of 

writing three or four thousand years ago was an extraordinary leap in the history of life.  

All the more extraordinary because a prodigious expansion of the power of differance was 

not accompanied, at least during these millennia, by any notable transformation of the 

organism.  It is precisely the property of the power of differance to modify life less and 

less as it spreads out more and more.  If it should grow infinite - and its essence excludes 

this a priori - life itself would be made into an impassive, intangible, and eternal presence: 

infinite differance, God or death. (Derrida 1976: p 131)  

 

Derrida does not attempt to argue against Lévi-Strauss’s hypothesis concerning writing as 

enslavement, rather, he offers a positivist, empiricist and historical argument (an historical 

argument that, moreover, moves outward from “political” history to “biological” history, 

the history of the species or, perhaps more interestingly in Derrida’s terminology, the 

“organism”) in order to emphasise not merely the truthfulness of Lévi-Strauss’s argument 

but more importantly its banality.7  On the one hand this intriguing move demonstrates that 

 
7  Derrida doesn’t, however, go so far as to propose a genealogy of writing that would emphasize the history 
of its relation to forms of social organisation, types of technology, and conceptions of the role of knowledge.  
For a brief discussion of writing that works along this social axis, see Hirst and Woolley (1982) pp 31- 43.  
Hirst and Woolley make the laconic but pointed comment that for most analysts “the consequences of writing 
for social relations tend either to be ignored or to be excessively emphasised and over-rated” (p 31).  Though 
they don’t employ the term logocentrism, Hirst and Woolley accuse those scholars who “ignore” writing of 
fitting “in well with a traditional scholarly humanist tendency to prioritize the expressing subject and the 
symbolic content of a work over the graphical or other means in which it is actually presented” (p 31).  In a 
passage very reminiscent of elements of Derrida’s critique, Lévi-Strauss, though also not mentioned by Hirst 
and Woolley, stands as an example of the:  
 

second attitude’, which promotes writing as the definitive hallmark of ‘civilisation’.  It 
[writing] makes possible written records, the preservation of culture and its transmission in 
a stable form, and the formation of literate dominant elites.  Illiterate peoples have 
traditionally been regarded in Graeco-Roman culture and its derivatives as ‘barbarians’ (p 
31). 

 
Hirst and Woolley go on to underline this ‘ethnocentrism’: 
 

The second attitude may seem opposed to the first but it can all too easily go along with it.  
Writing is an ‘obvious’ skill and so basic to advanced culture that no ‘civilised’ people can 
be without it.  But, curiously, the problem here is a marked indifference to what writing is 
and, therefore, to the question of why ‘civilised’ culture is confined to it (p 32). 
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the naive argument which attempts to convict deconstruction of relativism and nihilism 

misses its mark.  There are very precise reasons why deconstruction, unlike Lévi-Strauss 

and the various forms of postcolonial criticism I have been analyzing, is perfectly 

comfortable with “straight” empirical historical arguments - an issue to which I will have 

cause to return.  On the other hand, by agreeing with Lévi-Strauss concerning the manner 

in which the power of writing in the hands of a “small number, caste, or class is always 

contemporaneous with hierarchization”, Derrida is able to make his third and most crucial 

set of points:  

 
Lévi-Strauss does not distinguish between hierarchization and domination, between 

political authority and exploitation.  The tone that pervades these reflections is of an 

anarchism that deliberately confounds law and oppression.  The idea of law and positive 

right, although it is difficult to think them in their formality - where it is so general that 

ignorance of the law is no defence-before the possibility of writing, is determined by Lévi-

Strauss as constraint and enslavement.  Political power can only be the custodian of an 

unjust power.  A classical and coherent thesis, but here advanced as self-evident, without 

opening the least bit of critical dialogue with the holders of the other thesis, according to 

which the generality of the law is on the contrary the condition of liberty in the city. (p 

131) 

 

The logical conclusion of Lévi-Strauss’s “thesis”, Derrida maintains, is that  
 

In a certain given historical structure - for example in the age of which Lévi-Strauss speaks 

- it is undoubtedly true that the progress of formal legality, the struggle against illiteracy, 

and the like, could have functioned as a mystifying force and an instrument consolidating 

the power of a class or a state whose formal-universal significance was confiscated by a 

particular empirical force.  Perhaps this necessity is indispensable and impossible to 

supersede.  But to derive from it the authority to define law and the state in a simple and 

univocal manner, to condemn them from an ethical point of view, and with them the 

extension of writing, compulsory military service and proletarization, the generality of 

political obligation and the idea that “ignorance of the law is no defence”, is a consequence 

that cannot be rigorously deduced from these premises.  If they are nevertheless deduced, 

as here, it must also be concluded that non exploitation, liberty and the like go “hand in 

hand” (to utilize this most equivocal concept) with illiteracy and the absence of 

compulsory military service, public instruction or law in general.  I shall not belabour the 

obvious”. (p 132)  
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A set of warnings which continue to resonate for us some thirty years later.  All that 

Derrida attributes to Lévi-Strauss is repeated in Spinks: the inability to distinguish between 

hierarchization and domination, the inability to distinguish between political authority and 

domination, the idea of law and positive right theorised as constraint and enslavement, the 

concomitant tone of anarchism (as opposed to an anarchist politics which would require, 

minimally, a certain commitment), the holding of the classical thesis that political power 

can only be the custodian of an unjust power and, due to a sense of the critic’s intuitive 

ethical “rightness”, advancing said thesis as a self-evident given without any need to enter 

into debate with its at least equally plausible other (characteristically, in a classic 

deconstructive equivocation, in making a critique of Lévi-Strauss, Derrida refuses to speak 

in the name of that plausible other).  Finally, in a reprise of the earlier argument concerning 

writing being placed in the hands of a small few, the question of the historical possibility of 

the law, at certain places and certain times, consolidating the power of a class or state, is 

not enough to derive a general thesis which would define “the law and the state in a simple 

and univocal manner”.  postcolonial Malouf criticism is thoroughly “Lévi-Straussian” in all 

of these matters. 

 

We now turn to Lévi-Strauss’s emphasis on the "interestedness of writing” (Spinks p 166).  

Writing itself is understood as having a will, or, at the very least, an intentionality.  Derrida, 

in the fourth part of his critique, perhaps surprisingly, goes gently.  He draws attention to 

Lévi-Strauss’s 

 
Critique of an “enterprise”: the propagation of writing is presented through the concepts of 

a voluntarist psychology, the international political phenomena that it constitutes is 

described in terms of a deliberately and consciously organised plot.  A critique of the State 

in general and of young states that extend writing for propogandistic ends, to assure the 

legibility and effectiveness of their tracts, to protect themselves from “nations whose 

knowledge of the written word has not, as yet, empowered them to think in formulae which 

can be modified at will”.  Which implies that oral formulae are not modifiable, not more 

modifiable at will than written formulae.  Yet once again, I do not profess that writing may 

not and does not in fact play this role, but from that to attribute to writing the specificity of 
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this role and conclude that speech is exempt from it, is an abyss that one must not leap over 

so lightly. (p 133) 

 

The “voluntarism” of the state is thus, for Lévi-Strauss, linked to the “voluntarism” of 

writing.  If “writing” can be linked with a consciously organised plot undertaken by 

something approximating Western Colonial Patriarchy then Derrida’s warning resounds in 

two ways - on the one hand a warning against attributing to Western Colonial Patriarchy a 

singular “role” (the extension of writing for propogandistic ends), and on the other a 

warning against the assumption that one can simply set up an opposition between an 

interested Western Colonial Patriarchy and an other (or “others”) that is exempt from such 

interestedness - for example an opposition between an interested “dominant social law” and 

its excluded other exempted from such interestedness.   

 

Derrida’s fifth point involves a deft pointing out of the manner in which Lévi-Strauss’s 

argument in fact rearticulates the Christian doctrine of the fall from grace: 

 
Two motifs: ... On the one hand ... the theme of a necessary or rather fatal degradation, as 

the very form of progress; on the other hand, nostalgia for what preceded this degradation, 

an affective impulse toward the islets of resistance, the small communities that have 

provisionally protected themselves from corruption..[ ... ]..we, like Lévi-Strauss, conclude 

that violence is writing.  But, coming at it another way, this proposition has a radically 

different meaning.  It ceases to be supported by the myth of myth, by the myth of a speech 

originally good, and of a violence which would come to pounce on it as a fatal accident.  A 

fatal accident which is nothing but history itself.  Not that, by this more or less overt 

reference to the idea of a fall into evil from the innocence of the word, Lévi-Strauss makes 

this classical and implicit theology his own.  It is just that his anthropological discourse is 

produced through concepts, schemata, and values that are, systematically and 

genealogically, accomplices of this theology and this metaphysics. (pp 134-135) 

 

Aside from Spinks who simply appropriates Lévi-Strauss’s position, we can see clearly the 

limits of Nettelbeck’s deconstructive argument from this passage.  At the very moment of 

censuring Malouf’s work for the manner in which it is “ultimately bound to a nostalgic 

desire for a fullness of identity which is grounded in the ideal of ‘Being as presence’”, 

Nettelbeck calls upon both of Lévi-Strauss’s themes: the necessary, even fatal, degradation 
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that masquerades as the very form of progress - Western patriarchy’s project of colonialism 

- and the nostalgia for that which precedes this degradation.  We can also recognise in 

Derrida’s passage the basic theme that guides the various Malouf historians we met earlier: 

Taylor, Pierce, Nettelbeck herself - history conceptualised, in one way or another, as a fatal 

accident from which criticism itself must flee.  These themes are elevated, by postcolonial 

criticism and Lévi-Strauss both, into a theology and a metaphysics. 

 

In summary, Derrida critiques the idea of an innocent group of speakers whom writing 

“penetrates”.  It is precisely the easy distinction between “illiterate and literate” subjects 

made by both Lévi-Strauss and post colonial Malouf criticism that Derrida casts doubt 

upon.  According to Derrida this act of privileging phonetic writing operates as an 

ethnocentrism that manages to think of itself as a liberating anti-ethnocentrism.  In order to 

make this case, Derrida, unlike Lévi-Strauss/postcolonial Malouf criticism is perfectly 

comfortable with “straight” empirical historical arguments. Lévi-Strauss/postcolonial 

discourse share a number of similarities: the inability to distinguish between hierarchization 

and domination as well as between political authority and domination and the concomitant 

anarchist tone, the definition of “the law” and the state in a simple and univocal manner.  

Lévi-Strauss/postcolonial discourse share a faith in the “voluntarism” of both “writing” and 

“Western Colonial Patriarchy” and both elevate these themes as well as the theme of the 

necessary even fatal degradation that masquerades as the very form of progress - Western 

patriarchy’s project of colonialism, and also the nostalgia for what precedes this 

degradation, the “affective impulse” towards that islet of resistance represented by that 

which “dominant social law” works to “exclude”, to a theology and metaphysics.  

postcolonial theory, as exemplified by Spinks, inherits its metaphysics from Lévi-Strauss.  

postcolonial metaphysics inherits a concomitant set of debilitating problems.  It is a 

theology which does not acknowledge its ghosts, but will continue to be haunted by the 

spectre of a deconstruction that continues to forsake the responsibility of the provision of 

solace to postcolonial eschatology. 

 

 

3/.  HISTORY AND POSTCOLONIAL ESCHATOLOGY 
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Spinks frames the discussion of Malouf with the narrative of “The Writing Lesson”, a 

narrative that foreshadows many of Malouf’s central themes and interests.  She returns us 

immediately to history, a history that will require, along with its “other” (allegory in this 

case) a “degree of preliminary explication”. (Spinks 1995: p 167) The work of two 

theorists, Hayden White and Michel de Certeau, is utilized in order to establish three points 

concerning history.  We can draw these points from two quotations.  Firstly: 

 
history ... is not a transparent and neutral mode: it is a discursive construction that 

produces the meanings that it claims to reflect and which provides a form of narrative 

coherence for our experience of difference and multiplicity. (p 167) 

 

Secondly, Spinks draws upon de Certeau’s notion of strategy, which she interprets as a 

means by which: 
 

a dominant culture enforces a particular world view or system of norms upon a subject 

population ... cultural control is exercised in large measure by the appropriation and 

regulation of social spaces, in arenas such as the factory, the university or the theatre, 

where rules and prohibitions are imposed irrespective of individual needs and concerns. (p 

167)8

 

Before we move on, it must be pointed out that for each of these propositions there is a 

readily available counter proposals.   

 

Proposition one: “history is not a transparent and neutral mode: it is a discursive 

construction that produces the very meaning that it claims to reflect”.  I will not contest the 

proposition that history is a discursive construction.  However, as Tony Bennett points out 

with a simplicity that is as striking as it is devastating: 

 
what is at issue in historical scholarship - and it’s all that can be at issue - is what can be 

derived from the historical record or archive ... history (as a discipline) is most 

 
8 An echo, therefore of the pre-deconstructive nay pre-structuralist anarchic tone found in Lévi-Strauss's 
Tristes Tropics 
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appropriately regarded as a specific discursive regime, governed by distinctive procedures, 

through which the maintenance/transformation of the past as a set of currently existing 

realities is regulated ... Although this knowledge cannot claim to rest on any foundations 

other than its own procedures or to know anything other than the historical facts which 

those procedures produce and validate, it is these truths, which serve as a check, and as the 

only possible check, on the forms in which earlier epochs are represented ... The discipline 

of history - like a court of law - constitutes a particular institutionalised form for the social 

regulation of statements about the past. (Bennett 1991: 43-44)9

 

The fact of the discursive construction of history is something we would do well not to 

overdramatise.  From the point of view Bennett outlines, the kind of arguments advanced 

by Spinks fall prey to two phantasms: First the dream of a naturalist anarchism which, 

because history is associated with a certain authority as an effect of its status as an 

institutional and a disciplinary knowledge, sees itself as naturally counter to that authority.  

Second the dream of a higher knowledge of and a more solid foundation for history which a 

disciplinary constrained history can and will not attain. 

 

Second proposition: “history provides a form of narrative coherence for our experience of 

difference and multiplicity”.  The ambiguity of the “our” is a necessary one.  Although 

Spinks does not, at this point in the argument, use the term “misrepresentation”, her 

argument can well be considered in the light of the following comments by Stanley Fish: 

 

 
9  Though I am in fundamental agreement with Bennett’s basic line of argumentation, I am not so convinced 
by his analysis of Derrida: 
 

it is Derrida who argues that it is only when history is conceived as comprising a play of 
endlessly unresolved and unresolvable differences that its analysis can be genuinely and 
radically historical ... history becomes an occasion for extending the sphere of application 
of literary techniques of reading as the past, re-defined as a literary object, is constituted as 
the site for an unconstrained, diachronised word-play.  (Bennett 1991: p 47). 
 

Two things make this unconvincing.  Firstly, Bennett offers no example of Derrida actually making the 
argument concerning history as a play of unresolved differences, as we pointed out earlier Derrida is not at all 
shy of making arguments grounded in what might best be called a positive, empirical history.  Further, the 
use of history as an occasion for extending the sphere of application of literary techniques for reading the past 
tends to be a hallmark of the “New Historicism”, the practitioners of which tend to speak more in the name of 
Foucault than Derrida.  Foucauldians, moreover, who have failed to heed Foucault’s fundamental point that: 
“one can perfectly well not talk about something because one doesn’t know about it, not because one has a 
knowledge which is unconscious and therefore inaccessible.” Foucault (1980b), p 66. 
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histories create their own exclusions not because they are misrepresentations - a word that 

requires for its intelligibility the possibility of a representation that is not one - but because 

as narratives that tell one story rather than all stories they will always seem partial and 

inaccurate from the vantage point of other narratives, themselves no less, but differently, 

exclusionary. (Fish 1989: p 316) 

 

The conclusion to “A Traveller’s Tale”, with its focus upon turn-taking in narrative: “The 

Bloody Sergeant announces that a battle has been won, bleeds a little, and after twenty 

rugged lines retires into oblivion ... His own end comes later and is another story.  Which 

another man must tell (p 155)”; the three accounts of the day’s events in “Our Lady of the 

Beehives”; the tension between Paul/Lumpy on the one hand and Carla on the other in 

relation to acting as a “subject”, can all easily be read as an articulation of the partiality and 

situatedness of particular narratives.  Not a lot needs to be made of the point, but it is clear 

that partiality is fundamental to the nature of narrative - to ask a narrative to be otherwise is 

to ask the impossible.  Malouf’s point is clearly that narrative “openness” is simply one of 

the techniques available to narrative when it has as its task the avoidance of exclusionary 

(as opposed to partial) practices.  Fish’s amusing essay draws attention to the ethical 

imperative lying at the heart of the “New Historical” project: that one’s narratives are open 

to all possibilities and that one comport oneself in terms of an endless openness: 

 
We should reject the exclusionary discourses that presently delimit our perceptions and 

abrogate our freedom of action in favour of the more flexible and multi-directional mode 

of being that seems called for by everything we have recently learned about the historicity 

of our situatedness; we should classify less, remember more, refuse less, and be forever 

open in a manner befitting a creature always in process.  The trouble with this advice is 

that it is impossible to follow. (Fish 1989: p 310) 

 

Fish continues: 

 
radical culture - understood as the culture of oppositional action, not opposition in 

particular contexts, but just opposition as a principle - cannot be lived: ... it demands from 

a wholly situated creature a mode of action or thought (or writing) that is free from the 

entanglements of situations and the lines of demarcation they declare ... the demand cannot 

be met; you cannot not forget; you cannot not exclude; you cannot refuse boundaries and 
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distinctions; you cannot live the radical or indeterminate or provisional or textualist life. 

(Fish 1989: p 311) 

 

There is no need to fully endorse Fish’s argument.  It is clear that individuals do in fact find 

ways of living the radical, indeterminate, provisional and textualist life - as Ian Hunter 

demonstrates in his book Rethinking the School, the university provides one of the 

regulated social spaces for the carrying out of such an ethic.  Hunter makes the somewhat 

extreme argument that the “uncompromising demand for universal self-realisation [is] best 

seen as a status aspiration of the state’s pastoral intellectuals”. (Hunter 1994: p 107)   

 

Third proposition: “history is the means by which a dominant culture enforces a particular 

world view or system of norms upon a subject population”.  Spinks inherits from Lévi-

Strauss precisely that mode of argumentation where it is claimed that because it is possible 

that a particular institution or technique (writing, history) could have been used at 

particular historical moments in particular social and political situations as a technique of 

oppression, it must therefore be the case that the essence of that institution or technique is 

precisely that it is a mode of subjection.  Allow us to repeat: this formulation, this move 

from possibility to essence, represents an abyss over which we must not leap lightly. 

 

Spinks’s triumvirate of propositions authorise her to make the following suggestion: 

 
Historiography ... [is] ... a cultural strategy because it converts the undecidable and 

unstable effects of history into a ‘readable form’ for later consumption ... it does this by 

providing a series of spatial constraints, like the pages of a text, that neutralise and restrict 

the unpredictable and disruptive movements of time and introduce formal limits that help 

to determine the ‘meaning’ of historical events. (Spinks 1995: p 167)10

 

Against this fatal accident which is nothing other than history itself, Spinks posits a life-

affirming allegory11, defined, apparently following Paul de Man, as that which:  

 
10 Note how even “the pages of a text” are understood in terms of a series of, in this case, spatial constraints. 
11  Taylor (2000) makes what appears to be exactly the same move in his point that "the lyricism which is 
such a strong characteristic of all Malouf's novels - as distinct from the dramatic quality more usually 
associated with fiction - springs from the same urge to go beyond [the concepts of] difference [and boundary 
themselves]" (p 5). 
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reinscribes the play of temporality within spatial structure by exposing the schism between 

a narrative’s referential and figural modalities.  The essence of allegory, in de Man’s 

reading, is temporality itself: unlike the symbol, whose spatial structure establishes a 

relationship of simultaneity between image and substance, allegory highlights the temporal 

distance produced by the repetition of a sign in two different contexts.  Allegory, then 

unlike traditional historiography, therefore foregrounds difference, not identity, since the 

ceaseless play it detects between reference and figurality compels allegorical language to 

designate ‘a distance in relation to its own origin, and, renouncing the nostalgia and the 

desire to coincide, it establishes its language in the void of this temporal difference’. (p 

168)12

 

This confidence in allegory makes a certain kind of sense if we understand Spinks’s larger 

project as one of nation building and that literature should be posited as the master 

discourse in the undertaking of this project.  This analysis is not altogether fanciful if we 

consider the implications of Spinks’s avowed concern with “the intractable problem of 

representing but not speaking ‘for’ the ‘other’” (p `73), the ‘other’, in this instance, being 

the Australian Aboriginal.  The question of representing the aboriginal remains a key 

question in the nation-building exercise and it is clear that Spinks’s case for the “literary” 

as the master discourse of this project rests on the entirely fair proposition that the literary 

is the social space that has worried the most about representation, the nation, and the other - 

the social space that has strained the hardest to hear the “fragile lyric discourse of self-

revelation that continually asserts its difference from the culturally constructed oppositions 

of western ethnocentrism” with its “objectifying idiom of taxonomic classification”. 

(Spinks p 169)13  However, Spinks, like so many postcolonial critics, is primarily interested 

in the de(con)struction of the nation-state. 

 

The principle of self-reflection in literary discourse is a technique for forming valuable 

though mundane civic virtues such as “the renunciation of violence, toleration of different 

opinions, informed discussion on national issues, [and] compromise”. (Hunter 1994: p 48) 

 
12 The quotation is from de Man (1983) p 207. 
13 Malouf, the fully fledged romantic author, has strained harder than most to hear the fragile voice.  Through 
his mediation we too will hear that voice. 
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What authorises the elevation of this technique into a form of highly principled non-

worldly comportment?  Meaghan Morris identifies a version of it precisely in the “evasive 

model of the everyday” developed primarily by Michel de Certeau: 

 
the evasive model of the everyday was not unique or original to de Certeau or even to 

Lefebvre.  The clearest elaboration of it that I know is in Maurice Blanchot’s essay on “the 

man in the street”, “Everyday speech” (1959).  This essay has one refrain: “the everyday 

escapes”.  “That is its definition”: it escapes all “forms or structures’, all “means of 

communication”, all “dialectical recovery”, and all “authority”.  It is pure process in exile, 

and it is always - like “the man in the street” - potentially political.  For this reason the 

structure opposing the excess of everyday speech is represented for Blanchot (as indeed it 

was for Lefebvre) by a double figure: the philosopher (or the man of “metalanguage”) and 

the bureaucrat (the “man of government”, in Blanchot’s phrase).  De Certeau, too, sees 

everyday excess as the target of terrible twins - on the one hand, the social scientist, on the 

other, the urban planner. (Morris 1992b: p 17) 

 

Morris goes on to take note of “the romanticism to which this discourse has often given 

rise”.  It is very easy to see in Spinks’s argument a precise repetition of the figure of the 

man in the street: the figure of the ‘other’ as equivalent to the ‘excess of everyday’; the 

figure of the philosopher/historian/social scientist/teacher with his “objectifying idiom of 

taxonomic classification”, and the figure of the government man, the bureaucrat with his 

undying faith in the “culturally constructed oppositions of western ethnocentrism”.  The 

always “potentially political” man in the street is almost synonymous with Fish’s organism 

who “lives” opposition as a principle. 

 

We will find the authorisation for this discourse not only in Blanchot, but also in the Tristes 

Tropiques. 

 

 

 

4/.  “THERE IS A POINT IN THE NORTHERN PART OF THE STATE ... ” 
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There is a particularly beautiful passage in Lévi-Strauss’s exquisite book describing the 

landscape and the place of the anthropologist within it.  For Lévi-Strauss “beyond the 

rational there exists a more important and valid category - that of the meaningful, which is 

the highest mode of being of the rational, but which our teachers never so much as 

mentioned” (Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 67): 

 
Every landscape appears first of all as a vast chaos which leaves one free to choose the 

meaning one wants to give it.  But over and above agricultural considerations, geographic 

irregularities and the various accidents of history and prehistory, the most majestic 

meaning of all is surely that which precedes, commands and, to a large extent explains the 

others.  A pale blurred line, or an often imperceptible difference in the shape and 

consistency of rock fragments, are evidence of the fact that two oceans once succeeded 

each other where, today, I can see nothing but barren soil.  As I follow the traces of their 

age old stagnation despite all obstacles - sheer cliff faces, landslides, scrub and cultivated 

land - and disregarding paths and fences, I seem to be proceeding in meaningless fashion.  

But the sole aim of this contrariness is to recapture the master-meaning, which may be 

obscure but of which each of the others is a partial or distorted transposition. 

     When the miracle occurs, as it sometimes does; when, on one side and the other of the 

hidden crack, there are suddenly to be found cheek-by-jowl two green plants of different 

species, each of which has chosen the most favourable soil; and when at the same time, 

two ammonites with unevenly intricate involutions can be glimpsed in the rocks, thus 

testifying in their own way to a gap of several tens of thousands of years suddenly space 

and time become one: the living diversity of the moment juxtaposes and perpetuates the 

ages. (pp 68-69)14

 

The significant geological site, the site that announces its difference both from itself and 

from that which surrounds it, has a singular importance to the anthropologist.  Geological 

history, according to Lévi-Strauss, is different in kind from the history of the historians. 

 

The history of the geologist “unlike the history of the historians ... tries to project in time - 

rather in the manner of a tableau vivant - certain basic characteristics of the physical or 

 
14 Despite the extraordinary similarity of this passage to the opening section of “A Traveller’s Tale”, - the 
wealth of equivalent themes: time, origin, meaning, the line, the gap, difference, the geological site of 
significance - I am not for a minute supposing that Malouf might be understood as a structuralist in Lévi-
Strauss’s sense of the term: defined as the anthropologist in search of the recapture of the master-meaning.   
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mental universe.” (p 70) The work of the geologist is thus the work of temporalizing space 

in order to “interpret each action as the unfolding in time of certain eternal truths”. (pp 70-

71)   Here, in an argument perhaps more reminiscent of Wordsworth than of Saussure, 

Lévi-Strauss speaks specifically of this work of interpretation as an aesthetic work: “the 

arousing of aesthetic curiosity leads directly to an acquisition of knowledge”. (p 70)15  This 

aestheticization of the geological space is a direct effect of making the geological site a site 

of aesthetic significance.  Furthermore, the aestheticization of the geological space has an 

extraordinary impact upon the body of the anthropologist: 

 
thought and emotion move into a new dimension where every drop of sweat, every 

muscular movement, every gasp of breath becomes symbolic of a past history, the 

development of which is reproduced in my body, at the same time as my thought embraces 

its significance.  I feel myself to be steeped in a more dense intelligibility, within which 

centuries and distances answer each other and speak at last with one and the same voice. (p 

69)  

 

History, Lévi-Strauss maintains, in the eyes of the Geologist and his disciples: the Marxist, 

the Anthropologist, and the Psychoanalyst, becomes a form of (fully corporeal) aesthetic 

contemplation.  This contemplation will reach beyond mere reason to the highest level of 

reason, the level of meaning itself.  The level of meaning is the level of Spirit in the classic 

Hegelian formulation: “Reason is Spirit when its certainty of being all reality has been 

raised to truth, and it is conscious of itself as its own world, and of the world itself”. (Hegel 

1977: p 263)  From the vantage point of the level of Spirit may be beholden those multiple 

fragile lyric discourses of the self-revelation of the schöne Seele, the right balance of 

opacity and transparency allowing the spirit’s holy fire to shine without burning - 

 
15  At this point Lévi-Strauss’s analysis has recourse to a full blown romanticism, including  both Marxism 
and Psychoanalysis in its paradigm: 
 

At a different level of reality, Marxism seemed to me to proceed in the same manner as 
geology and psychoanalysis (taking the latter in the sense given it by its founder).  All 
three demonstrate that understanding consists in reducing one type of reality to another; 
that the true reality is never the most obvious; and that the nature of truth is already 
indicated by the care it takes to remain elusive.  For all cases, the same problem arises, the 
problem of the relationship between feeling and reason, and the aim is the same: to 
achieve a kind of superrationalism which will integrate the first with the second, without 
sacrificing any of its properties.  Lévi-Strauss (1978) pp 70-71 emphasis added. 
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sometimes a person: feminine, masculine or hermaphrodite - always an other who is in 

reality an actual, empirical subject.  From the vantage point of Spirit, the fragile lyric 

discourses may be heard above the din and clanging of the constant grinding of the 

culturally constructed oppositions of rationalistic phallogocentric empirical western 

ethnocentrism. 

 

What then is the relationship between history - as conceived by the Geologist and his 

disciples - and allegory as conceived by de Man?  To begin with I will consider the manner 

in which “allegory, unlike traditional historiography ... foregrounds difference, not 

identity” (Spinks 1995: p 168).  De Man, Spinks maintains, holds allegory and 

historiography to be in a state of irreconcilable opposition to one other.  This is a curious 

though understandable misreading of de Man.  De Man’s essay “The Rhetoric of 

Temporality”, from which Spinks derives the opposition, is in fact precisely an exercise in 

revisionist literary history.  De Man’s basic argument is that historians of romanticism have 

privileged the symbolic mode, a mode in which “the world is seen as a configuration of 

symbols ultimately leading to a total, single and unified meaning.” (de Man 1983: p 188) 

This privileging has been at the expense of the allegorical mode: 

 
Allegory appears [to most historians of romanticism] as dryly rational and dogmatic in its 

reference to a meaning that it does not itself constitute, whereas the symbol is founded on 

an intimate unity between the image that rises up before the senses and the supersensory 

totality that the image suggests. (p 189) 

 

As Spinks intuits correctly, the function of de Man’s essay is to rescue allegory from 

romantic historiography.  De Man makes the point that: 

 
Whereas the symbol postulates the possibility of an identity or identification, allegory 

designates primarily a distance in relation to its own origin, and renouncing the nostalgia 

and the desire to coincide, it establishes its language in the void of this temporal difference.  

In so doing, it prevents the self from an illusory identification with the non-self, which is 

now fully, though painfully, recognised as a non-self.  It is this painful knowledge that we 

perceive at the moments when early romantic literature finds its true voice. (p 207) 
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Already we can perceive a gap opening between Malouf and De Man.  We have already 

seen the extent to which “A Traveller’s Tale” designates a distance in relation to origin 

while at the same time postulating the possibility of identity or identification with the diva 

(as origin) - the two poles, insofar as Malouf is concerned, are clearly not mutually 

exclusive.  Spinks himself goes so far as to propose that Malouf “suggests that identity, 

‘Australian’ or otherwise, may in fact be produced by the continual dialectical play 

between different versions of the self”. (Spinks 1995: p 170)  It is my contention that rather 

than an abstraction like identity being produced by the dialectical play of different versions 

of the self, the kind of self that results from literary training is determined by a set of 

disciplines and exercises aimed at producing a “continual dialectical play between different 

versions of the self”.  Spinks confuses the status aspiration of the literary intellectual with a 

more generalised notion of identity.  For de Man, however, the privileging of symbol over 

allegory is a: 

 
mystification [that] is a fact of history and must therefore be dealt with in a historical 

manner before actual theorisation can start. (de Man 1983: p 211) 

 

De Man goes on to outline the relationship between what he terms allegorical and ironic 

modes, which, unlike the symbol - based as it is on the organic coherence of the 

synecdoche - share a basic structure: 

 
in both cases, the relationship between sign and meaning is discontinuous, involving an 

extraneous principle that determines the point and manner at and in which the relationship 

is articulated. (p 209) 

 

The two modes differ in that: 

 
Irony is a synchronic structure, while allegory appears as a successive mode capable of 

engendering duration as the illusion of a continuity that it knows to be illusionary. ( p 226) 

 

However, “the two modes, for all their profound distinctions in mood and structure, are the 

two faces of the same fundamental experience of time.” (p 226) This analysis of the 

relationship between irony and allegory leads to the main point of de Man’s essay, that: 
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the dialectical play between the two modes [allegory and irony], as well as their common 

interplay with mystified forms of language (such as symbolic or mimetic representation), 

which it is not in their power to eradicate, make up what is called literary history. (p 226) 

 

Whatever one finally makes of this formulation - there are strong reasons for believing that 

de Man’s conception of history as expressed here involves the projection of the unhappy 

ironic consciousness as the subject of history - it is clear that historiography is its horizon.  

De Man is happy with the concept of the facticity of history as well as with the institution 

of literary history.  Rather than, as Spinks would have it, counterposing history with a 

higher process entitled allegory, de Man wants to do literary history better than his 

predecessors by paying more careful attention to the way in which allegory is one half of a 

dialectic that (for de Man) constitutes literary history. 

 

What then of the relationship between Lévi-Strauss, whose work provides a “frame” for 

Spinks’s reading of both Remembering Babylon, and de Manian allegory?  Bearing in mind 

that for the anthropologist “the arousing of aesthetic curiosity leads directly to an 

acquisition of knowledge”, the aesthetic knowledge that the anthropologist derives from 

“nature” is not, as in the classic romantic or Hegelian formulation, the relationship of a 

subject to itself - as exemplified in de Man’s following passage: 

 
The relationship with nature has been superseded by an intersubjective, interpersonal 

relationship that, in the last analysis, is a relationship of the subject toward itself.  Thus the 

priority has passed from the outside world entirely within the subject, and we end up with 

something that resembles a radical idealism. (p 196) 

 

Nor is it a relationship between a subject and an object - Lévi-Strauss, despite his 

conception of reason, explicitly rejects phenomenology: 

 
Phenomenology I found objectionable in that it postulated a kind of continuity between 

experience and reality.  I agreed that the latter encompasses and explains the former, but I 

had learned from my three sources [geology, Marx and Freud] of inspiration that the 

transition between one order and the other is discontinuous; that to reach reality one has 
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first to reject experience, and then subsequently to reintegrate it into an objective synthesis 

devoid of any sentiment. (Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 71) 

 

Knowledge, for the anthropologist, is based on the relationship of an object to an object: 

 
Knowledge is based neither on renunciation nor on barter; it consists rather in selecting 

true aspects, that is, those coinciding with my thought.  Not, as the neo-Kantians claimed, 

because my thought exercises an inevitable influence over things, but because it is itself an 

object Being ‘of this world’, it partakes of the same nature as the world. (p 68) 

 

Though it is not entirely clear how knowledge conceived as a relationship between an 

object and an object represents an advance over the notion of knowledge as a relationship 

between a subject and a subject, what is clear is that the effect of Lévi-Strauss’s 

reformulation is that he is clearly a man of the symbol.  In his aesthetic contemplation of 

the landscape, rather than positing an allegorical or discontinuous relationship between 

“thought” and “the world”, Lévi-Strauss discovers a relationship of continuity - a 

synechdochal relationship between object and object.  Similarly, whereas in the world of 

allegory it is time that is understood as the originary constitutive category, Lévi-Strauss 

speaks of a transhistorical spatiality, where: 

 
thought and emotion move into a new dimension where every drop of sweat, every 

muscular movement, every grasp of breath becomes symbolic of a past history, the 

development of which is reproduced in my body, at the same time as my thought embraces 

its significance.  I feel myself to be steeped in a more dense intelligibility, within which 

centuries and distances answer each other and speak at last with one and the same voice. 

(Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 69) 

 

Lévi-Strauss’s notion of transhistorical spatiality directly contradicts Spinks’s idea that 

spatial images attempt to repress an heterogeneity which will always, finally, return (“the 

experience of heterogeneity and temporal difference that these spatial images seek to 

repress always resurface in the text ... ”). (Spinks 1995: p 172)16

 
16 Foucault, it might be mentioned in passing, had no time at all for the argument represented by the 
postcolonial Spinks: 
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It is an irony that Spinks’s theorisation that Lévi-Strauss, the theorist who frames her 

research, speaks in terms of temporalizing the spatial, of putting the spatial into narrative 

time (as opposed to the allegorical mode of spatializing the temporal).  The work of the 

geologist is the work of temporalizing space in order to “interpret each action as the 

unfolding in time of certain eternal truths”. (Lévi-Strauss 1978:  pp 70-71) The point is, 

finally, that whether we temporalize the spatial or spatialize the temporal, we undertake a 

fundamentally aestheticising act, an act of transforming the elements of one domain into 

another in order better to reflect upon them. 

 

I certainly have no quarrel with the moral focus of Spinks’s account - her concern with “the 

violence inflicted by colonists upon indigenous populations” (p 171).  Gemmy himself, 

according to Lachlan Beattie’s account in Remembering Babylon, was most likely a part of 

a group of aboriginals who were “ridden down and brought to earth by blows from a stirrup 

iron a the end a stirrup leather - an effective weapon when used at a gallop, for smashing 

skulls.” (Malouf 1994: p 196)17

 

I am, however, far less convinced by Spinks’s argument that “the presence of a mutable and 

discontinuous subjectivity constitutes a grave danger to the governing premises of 

enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric.”   This on the grounds that: 

 
what is striking about enlightenment thought, and its various points of issue into the 

discourse of colonialism, is its appeal not to a mutable but rather to a stable and 

universalisable ‘humanity’ which is capable, despite local fluctuations in social conditions 

 
A critique could be carried out of [the] devaluation of space that has prevailed for 
generations.  Did it start with Bergson, or before?  Space was treated as the dead, the 
fixed, the undialectical, the immobile.  Time, on the contrary, was richness, fecundity, life, 
dialectic. 
    For all those who confuse history with the old schemas of evolution, living continuity, 
organic development, the progress of consciousness or the project of existence, the use of 
spatial terms seems to have the air of an anti-history.  If one started to talk in terms of 
space that meant one was hostile to time.  It meant, as the fools say, that one ‘denied 
history’, that one was a ‘technocrat’.  Foucault (1980b:  p 70) 

17   The tragic irony, from the point of view of a writing that apparently facilitates nothing other than violence 
and slavery, is that “no newspaper had got hold of [the story of the demise of the group who Gemmy was 
travelling with]” (p 196). 



     213 
  

 
and development, of formalising a response to calls for order, progress and moral 

perfectibility. (Spinks 1995: p 171) 

 

Basically, to move from a critique of nineteenth century Christian humanitarianism and its 

status as one of the reasons for the abject failure in the area of colonial administration of 

indigenous population to the idea that we can bring the whole edifice down by paying more 

attention to mutability and discontinuity represents an abyss over which we must not leap 

too lightly.   

 

The historical point is that we must remain extremely suspicious of the idea that 

colonialism is exhausted by the following premise: 

 
the emphasis of the Enlightenment upon the mind alighting on the rules and systems of the 

universe contributed to ... the assumption that ‘[r]eason is the same for all thinking 

subjects, all nations, all epochs, and all cultures’. (p 171) 

 

The political point to make is that “reason” can in fact do nothing other than engage with 

the temporal, the mutable and the discontinuous.  If we continue to reduce colonialism to 

‘discourse’ we run the risk both of losing sight of colonial history and its effects as well as 

of severely limiting the set of political options available to us in our critical analysis and 

assessment of it. 

 

The idea that a universal enlightenment reason is primarily responsible for colonial 

violence emerges not from the historical and anthropological record but from a principled 

dependence on certain aspects of poststructuralist eschatology. Rosalind Kidd’s (1997) 

singularly important history of the administration of Aboriginal Affairs in Queensland, The 

Way We Civilise puts the final nail in the coffin of those arguments derived from 

poststructuralist eschatology.  Kidd’s work ranges far beyond the conventional 

repression/liberation frameworks which have dominated aboriginal studies during the last 

twenty years.  Kidd refuses the analysis of government as an “effect of ideology” where 

different institutions: church, state, health, media etc all run the same repressive racist line.  

Rather, the picture of government that emerges in her work is a picture of liberal 
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government in the widest sense: government as a site of the formation, administration and 

problematisation of various objects (in this instance “aboriginal population”) as well as 

government as a kind of brokering agency, an institution that negotiates with and trades off 

the various competing interest groups who are constituted as “stake-holders” in relation to 

those objects of governance.  Her discussions of nineteenth century Queensland 

demonstrate the unsystematic and precarious development of government in areas such as 

policing, law and health in the state against the back-drop of what we are now beginning to 

understand amounted to a state of “almost open warfare”.   

 

She also describes of the beginnings of (the equally ad hoc and messy) attempts to turn 

aboriginal populations into objects of governmental administration, particular by the 

establishment of missions and settlements.  The picture that emerges from Kidd’s work is 

not one of a “universal reason” to which all bodies subscribe, rather it is a picture 

remarkable differences between bureaucrats and politicians, between state, church and 

federal government on the administration of aboriginal populations, as well as between 

government and various experts in areas such as health and anthropolopogy.18  

 

Undaunted, however, Spinks pushes on.  Spinks’s argument relies upon a fundamental 

principle, that Colonial discourse, defined as a “unified discursive field” performs its work 

of totalisation because it is only capable of thinking in terms of binaries such as same/other; 

civilisation/savagery, “objectifying idiom of taxonomic classification”/“fragile lyric 

discourse”. (Spinks 1995: p 173 and 169)  Armed with the knowledge of these binaries, 

Spinks is able to conceive of Malouf’s work in two related ways. 

 

Firstly, Malouf subverts the “will to totalisation” of what Spinks now calls ‘historiography’ 

by positing an object [Fairley’s life] that resolutely resists discursive enclosure: 

 
De Certeau suggests that historiography inevitably proceeds by totalising the random 

evidence of the past into singular forms so that the ‘past’ can reciprocally guarantee the 

order and progress of the present, and Malouf subjects this process to his subversive 

attentions [by exploring] the implications of this question through the efforts of a small 
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Queensland community to impose a settled narrative form upon the scattered details of 

Fairley’s life, which, divided as it is between ‘savagery’ and ‘civilisation’, resolutely 

resists such discursive enclosure”. (Spinks 1995: p 167) 

 

Secondly 

 
Malouf also disrupts the spatialisation of temporal differences by writing Fairley’s story as 

an allegory of the colonial encounter with absolute cultural difference ... Allegory, unlike 

traditional historiography ... foregrounds difference, not identity. (pp 167-68) 

 

Spinks then sets up an encounter with “absolute cultural difference” an encounter that will 

underpin the rest of the argument despite its lack of fit with the notion of placing the native 

on a “universal scale of moral and ethical improvement”.  Because of the impossibility of 

proceeding with two such irreconcilable arguments, Spinks immediately proceeds to ignore 

the notion of absolute cultural difference, and articulates what is on the face of it the more 

sustainable claim that  

 
Fairley is, as Malouf’s neutral judgement makes clear, neither ‘us’ nor ‘them’ but ‘it’ and 

the rest of the novel represents the townspeople’s various attempts to provide contexts and 

explanations for strangeness and to reconstitute the boundary between the ‘authority of the 

Law’ (9) and ‘absolute dark’ (3). (p 168) 

 

Consider, however, the immediate context from Remembering Babylon the quotation 

concerning the ‘authority of the Law’ is taken: 

 
Out here the very ground under the feet was strange.  It had never been ploughed.  You 

had to learn all over again how to deal with weather: drenching downpours when in 

moments all the topsoil you had exposed went liquid and all the dry little creek-beds in the 

vicinity ran wild ... And all around, before and behind, worse than weather and the deepest 

night, natives, tribes of wandering myalls who, in their traipsing this way and that all over 

the map, were forever encroaching on boundaries that could be insisted on by daylight - a 

good shotgun saw to that - but in the dark hours, when you no longer stood there as a 

living marker with all the glow of the white man’s authority about you, reverted to being a 

 
18 For a more detailed discussion of The Way we Civilise, see my (1997c). 
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creek-bed or ridge of granite like any other, and gave no indication that six hundred miles 

away, in the Lands Office in Brisbane, this bit of country had a name set against it on a 

numbered document, and a line drawn that was empowered with all the authority of the 

Law. (Malouf 1994: p 9)  

 

The passage reworks two themes familiar to us from the “pioneering  fiction” genre: on the 

one hand the pioneer confronting the dangerous environment (natural disasters as well as 

“natives”), and the opposition between the law of the “good shotgun” and the tenuous and 

fragile authority of the “numbered document ... empowered with all the authority of the 

Law”.  In the pioneer’s physical and mental space, predicated, in the Australian context, 

upon the concept of terra nullius, the “natives” present one form of the multiple obstacles 

to be overcome in the new environment.  Certainly it is clear from this passage that the 

“wandering” or nomadism of the “natives” wreaks havoc with the carefully drawn 

cartographic boundaries of the pioneers, but the key point to be taken from this passage is 

that it is not Fairley’s “inbetweenness” that precipitates a crisis in the pioneering mentality, 

rather, that “crisis” has already begun as a result of the relationship of the pioneer to the 

landscape and its features - including its indigenous inhabitants.19   

 
19  The fact that white pioneers in Queensland in the 1840’s and 50’s literally understood themselves to be 
engaged in guerilla warfare with members of the indigenous population may well have had far more 
destabilising effects than what would have been perceived as “wild white men running with the blacks”.  
Ross Johnson remarks that “[i]t was not unusual for people in the mid-nineteenth century to refer to relations 
between Aborigines and European landholders as amounting to a state of frontier war” (Johnson [ed] 1988: p 
73).  Even that most extreme spokesman and apologist for ethnocentric colonialist rationality Raphael Cilento 
understood the early relationship with the “blacks” in terms of “the guerilla war along the fragmentary 
aboriginal frontiers”.  (Cilento 1959: p 177).  Johnson draws our attention to the work of a prominent  
pastoralist, Gideon Lang, who had lived in Southern Queensland in the early 1850’s, and who in 1865 wrote 
a series of lectures arguing that insofar as these skirmishes were concerned: 
 

    the causes are threefold: 
First.  That no Colonial Government has ever recognized any policy, authority, or 
property, tribal or personal among the aborigines. 
Second.  They have been deprived of their hunting grounds without any provision being 
made for them, the country having been occupied by the white settlers with as utter a 
disregard of their interest, rights, and even subsistences, as if they had been wild dogs or 
kangaroos. 
Third.  From difficulties arising between the blacks and the pioneer squatters and their 
men.  (Johnson 1988: p 73). 

 
In Gideon’s account then it is not so much “the subscription to the tenets of a transindividual and 
transtemporal reason” that “underpins the violence inflicted by colonists upon indigenous populations”, rather 
the violence results from the incapacity of both Colonial government and white settlers to recognize the 
‘humanity’ of the indigenous population.  The “colonist” who treats the indigene as a “wild dog or kangaroo” 
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Because of Spinks’s absolute commitment to her principled theoretical paradigm, she is 

unable to account for the fact that “inbetweenness”, in Malouf’s text, originates as an 

“aboriginal” rather than “white” concept: 

 
[Gemmy] was accepted by the tribe but guardedly; in the droll, half-apprehensive way that 

was proper to an in-between creature. (Malouf 1994: p 28) 

 

Nor does Spinks take up the point that “in-between” signifies not “midway between black 

and white”, but rather, quite literally, “half-child, half-seacalf”. (p 27) 

 

We have already seen the manner in which Spinks inherits from Lévi-Strauss the anarchic 

conviction that is immediately distrustful of the work of Western cultural legitimation or 

governance.  Malouf must, according to this logic, be doing the work of subverting and 

disrupting, of bringing into disrepute, any such attempt.  We have also observed the manner 

in which the notion of “inbetweenness” is employed in order to facilitate this subversion 

and disruption.   

 

But what say Malouf’s text is precisely an attempt to produce a coherent narrative of 

cultural legitimation?  Malouf substitutes one kind of historical narrative, one which 

announces a certain fixitiy and a certain coherence, with another, one that might indeed 

value inbetweenness.  This is not an impossible act, indeed, it is almost conventional.  The 

case against Spinks is not so much the valuing of inbetweenness per se, it is that her work, 

following the work of Tiffin et al, values subversion merely as a form of freedom.   

 

What are the parameters of the case that Malouf is attempting to produce a coherent 

narrative of cultural legitimation?  Firstly, the point towards which Spinks’s relentless 

binarist logic draws her.  Spinks, as we have seen, relies heavily upon the notion that: 

 

 
doesn’t so much judge the natives as “deficient in their progress along a universal scale of moral and ethical 
improvement” [Spinks p 171] as fails to place them upon the scale.  
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the presence of a mutable and temporally discontinuous subjectivity constitutes a grave 

danger to the governing premises of enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric. (Spinks 1995: 

p 171) 

 

In Remembering Babylon it is the clergyman, Mr Frazer, who, in Spinks's view, represents 

the governing premises of enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric: 

 
the ‘white’ response to absolute cultural otherness, which is, as Frazer demonstrates, to 

borrow from the world of nature an organic unity or order that the self desires but cannot 

command.  ‘With the loneliness of an only child among nine brothers and sister’, we are 

told of Frazer, ‘he had discovered that the world of plants offered an order he would never 

find among men’. (p 170)20

 

Frazer, with his ever failing attempt to “borrow from the world of nature an organic unity 

or order that the self desires but cannot command” is not only a representative of 

enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric, but, clearly, a man of the symbol.  However, in an 

earlier passage, Spinks refers to: 

 
Malouf’s ambivalent attitude towards the process of writing an historical narrative: he 

simultaneously describes the emergence of the discourse of history from the raw material 

of contingency and disputes the claim of the discourse to objectivity and neutrality.  The 

double register upon which the idea of ‘history’ is forced to operate in Remembering 

Babylon becomes apparent in those moments during Fairley’s interrogation when ‘whole 

phrases that, whether or not they were quite what the man intended, found their way into 

what George Abbot set down’ (17).  This focus upon the interestedness of history and the 

power of writing appears much more strikingly in Abbot’s deliberate violation of standards 

of scholastic neutrality: through his contempt for ‘the minster’s smugness’, we are told, 

Abbot ‘introduced into what he had just set down a phrase or two of his own’, perhaps 

merely ‘an alteration of the fact - nothing blatant’ but enough to conceal an ironic 

 
20  Elsewhere, Spinks reproves Mr Frazer for the fact that the: 

 
entries in his botanical notebook ‘gave no indication of the conditions under which they 
were made’ (128).   
 

Spinks’s constant condemnation of Frazer misses the point that it is in fact Frazer who, as the story nears its 
end, proposes the “native fruit scheme” (see Malouf 1994: pp 171-74).  In other words it is Frazer who 
develops a certain sympathy with the “other” environment - it is Frazer who, far from attempting to impose 
his ‘self’ upon the ‘natural order’ is an early champion of working with its own order.  
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reservation ‘at this and that part of the Minister’s Colonial fairytale’ (19). (Spinks 1995: p 

168) 

 

Now of course Malouf delights in analysing the “interestedness of history” - this, as we saw 

earlier, is one of the key points at issue in “A Traveller’s Tale”.  However, a certain 

peculiarity creeps into Spinks’s analysis in this and other passages.  The “colonial gaze” of 

the “colonial order” allegedly represented by the figure of Frazer can not, by definition, be 

an ironic gaze.  Abbot, who has the clear allegorical function of representing the colonial 

education system, clearly does possess a capacity for irony.   

 

A relative commonplace in current poststructuralist critical work is the amplification of the 

capacity for irony from being merely a mode of distanciation, as in de Man’s work, to an 

actual agent or locus of social change.  A clear example of this kind of argument is found in 

the work of the feminist critical philosopher Rosalyn Diprose, who makes the following set 

of claims, derived from an explicitly romantic Nietzchean take upon certain arguments of 

Michel Foucault.  Diprose is attempting to steer a course between the kinds of arguments 

that fall back on the notion of a pre-social, pre-discursive subjectivity or agency, and 

arguments that are socially or discursively determinist: 

 
One’s ethos can be said to be constituted but not determined by cultural discourses and 

practices because of a slippage operating in the self-other relationship.  As [Judith] Butler 

... suggest[s], there is an ‘excess that necessarily accompanies’ the constitution of the self 

in and through the other where the identity so constituted is said to be autonomous.  It is 

this excess which is the condition of agency and change ... both women and men can 

reconstitute themselves through a change of habits, not because their embodied identity 

lies outside culture or outside relations to others, but because identity is produced in 

relation such that an ethos is always deferred towards other possibilites (sic). (Diprose 

1994: p 35) 

 

Social change is here understood in terms of a dialectical relationship between self and 

other, an excess is “always” produced in the working of the dialectical relationship, and 

this “excess” is the point at which social change is likely to emerge.  Diprose goes on to 

imply that this “excess”, this residue of difference that accompanies the dialectical 
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self/other relationship, is coterminous with irony.  In Diprose’s case it is “women” who act 

as the master form of oppressed subjectivity: 

 
Irony ... is ‘the otherness of the other’, that incalculable residue of difference which cannot 

be subsumed under any universal ... This ‘irony’ or difference is the locus of agency and 

the possibility of social change ... From it can emerge open-ended possibilities for women, 

not through a synthesis of opposites nor through interactive rationality alone but through 

an interrogation of the conditions which constitute and suppress it to the disadvantage of 

women.(p 40) 

 

Clearly postcolonial theory inherits the poststructuralist insistence that the irony resulting 

from the “excess” or “remainder” of the dialect serves as a locus for social and political 

change.  This is the reason why “inbetweenness” (the more commonly used postcolonial 

term is “hybridity”) serves as such a central analytical concept - “inbetweenness”, as the 

remainder of the dialectic, a sign of the excess, brings with it the possibility of bringing 

down the entire edifice.  As a result of this poststructuralist legacy, Spinks’s analysis of 

Abbot’s ‘ironic reservation’ is strangely free-floating.  As Spinks implies but does not  

consider directly, Abbot is deliberate in his ironic action: 

 
The thought of this scrap of mistruth, deliberately introduced among so much that was 

mere guesswork on the minister’s part, not to say sentimental fantasy, appealed to his sense 

of the absurd; he delighted in it, even if he was the only one who would ever know it was 

there.  In this way he appropriated a little of the occasion to himself, stepped in and 

concealed himself, a sceptical shade, at this and that point of the minister’s Colonial 

fairytale. (Malouf 1994: p 19) 

 

Even though it could be argued that the point of focalisation of this final sentence of this 

quotation is solely that of Malouf’s “neutral” narrational voice, the remainder of the 

quotation is clearly focalised through Abbot’s consciousness.  If the question of allegory is 

to be pursued any distance at all, then it is surely clear that Mr Frazer represents a certain 

sentimental strand in nineteenth century protestantism, while Mr Abbott, Frazer’s assistant 

in recording the facts of Gemmy’s life, represents the governmental apparatus, the 

education department.  The nineteenth century district school teacher was nothing if not a 

government official/public figure.  This was not at all unusual in small communities in c19, 
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for example the school teacher on Murray Island in the second half of the nineteenth 

century acted as the court clerk and treasurer, registrar of births, deaths and marriages as 

well as collected fines and taxes which were spent on public improvements and repair. 

(Butt and Eagleson 1996: p 14)  Abbott represents then a certain, perhaps agnostic, 

“scepticism” that is equally derived from protestant practices of the self - particularly that 

of intense self-reflection.  Any discussion of a colonial mentality derived from Malouf’s 

work needs to take into account the complexities of the relationship between 

sentimentalism and scepticism.  To attempt to make one element or other “stand for” 

something like the “colonial mentality itself” is self-defeating, though, to be sure, of 

fundamental importance in producing the postcolonial ethical work on the self which, as we 

have seen, desperately needs to posit an entirely homogenous “same” against which it can 

posit itself as multiple and other.   

 

If we can dispense with the idea of a resolutely singular colonial identity operating in 

Remembering Babylon, we can move to the crucial point that needs to be made about 

Gemmy Fairley.  This point is one that Spinks overlooks - that Gemmy’s life is not at all 

“divided ... between ‘savagery’ and ‘civilisation’” (Spinks 1995: p 167), between European 

and Aborigine, black and white: these rigid binary oppositions are of Spinks’s rather than 

Malouf’s making.  Fairley’s European background is not that routinely ascribed to a 

colonialist or colonising subjectivity, rather, it is that of the criminal lumpen-proletariat - 

the ratter’s boy who murdered his master. 

 

Fairley represents not a division between savagery and civilisation but rather, using 

Spinks’s terminology, two kinds of ‘savagery’, two kinds of otherness - two different 

objects of nineteenth century British social reform21 - one mob who were sent to Australia, 

and the other mob who were already here. 

 
21  Spinks interprets Fairley’s very first utterance “Do not shoot.  I am a B-b-british object” in the following 
manner: 
 

His anguished plea ... is reported in a tone both comic and disturbing: comic because 
Fairley’s confusion over subject and object positions renders ludicrous his effort at 
dignified self-assertion; disturbing because he is at once black and white, same but 
different, ‘other and brother’ (Spinks 1995: p 168) 
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4/.  THE DISAPPEARANCE OF GEMMY FAIRLEY 

 

Spinks asks a really useful question: 

 
Why is Fairley proleptically dismissed from the text of his own history?22  For a text that 

follows each twisting of Fairley’s erratic career and seems, from all outward signs, to be 

building towards some existential crisis, concludes with a sudden leap into our own 

century and the eventual reconciliation of Lachlan Beattie and Janet McIvor. (Spinks 1995: 

p 172)23

 

Because of the weight of her theoretical apparatus, Spinks offers two quite baroque answers 

to her question.  Her first answer proceeds in the following manner: 

 
One reason for this strange textual displacement is that Remembering Babylon focuses 

unequivocally upon the pressure that white Australia felt to defuse or evade the ‘ragged 

fragment’ of Fairley’s presence (194) which conforms to no acceptable nineteenth century 

version of national origins.  This pressure becomes uncomfortably evident as the novel 

forecloses upon Fairley himself in its final chapters where control over the details of his 

life is arrogated to the Governor of Queensland, an ageing politician (Beattie) and a nun 

 
Spinks is correct about the disturbing comedy, but to understand the fullest force of Fairley’s first utterance, it 
needs to be read in an entirely non-ironic manner: Fairley functions quite literally as a “British object”. 
22 It is not absolutely clear what Spinks intends by the term “proleptically dismissed”.  Clearly, however, 
Fairley, after having spent some time as the central character and focalising agent of Remembering Babylon, 
spends the final chapter as the topic of Janet and Lachlan’s reminiscence. 
23 In fact several of Malouf's readers have (reasonably successfully) attempted to explain the problem of 
Fairley's departure from the novel.  Lindsay and Murray (1997-98) discuss Gemmy's departure in terms of a 
general thematics of a renewing fire - fire in the Australian bush is a positive process that renews as it seems 
to destroy.  There is good textual evidence for this argument ("one life was burned up, hollowed out with 
flame, to crack the seeds from which a new life would come; that was the law" [RB p 181]), and its final 
implication is that Gemmy serves as a kind of sacrifice so that Australians, as a people, need to recognise the 
knowledge and endurance of Aborigines if they are to make Australia a place of peace and hope rather than 
one of despair.  Taylor (2000) makes the less convincing case that the departure is concerned with Gemmy's 
"inbetweenness", and that his departure from the novel is in fact an act of leaving it on his own terms and 
being true to his own nature.  Whittick and Charmettes (1996) argue that essentially Gemmy has to leave 
because it is impossible for him to reconstitute his identity as a white man (see pp 93-95).  None of these 
readers discuss the manner in which it is Janet McIvor, not Gemmy Fairley, who is the framing character of 
the story. 
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(McIvor) whose principal concern is to provide coherent narratives of cultural legitimation 

and a rigorous demarcation between different orders of being. (p 172)  

 

Fairley’s proleptic dismissal from the story is because the “ragged fragment of Fairley’s 

presence” cannot be accommodated by the colonial discourse.  This proposition requires 

further reflection.  At the end of Remembering Babylon, Janet McIvor and Lachlan Beattie 

reflect upon the moment that opens the story: 

 
A scorching summer afternoon when the whole landscape around had been in shimmering 

motion, dissolving, re-forming, and they had stood together, he, Meg and herself - he a 

little in front, being a boy, a man - while the creature, unrecognised and unnamed as yet, 

that had launched itself out of the unknown world towards them, that the landscape itself 

had hurled into their midst, a ragged fragment of itself, or of its history or their own, some 

part of it that was still to come, had hung there against the pulsing sky as if undecided as 

yet which way to move, upward in flight into the sun or, as some imbalance of its own 

body, its heart perhaps, drew it, or the earth, or the power of their gazing, downward to 

where they stood rooted, its toes meanwhile hooked over the peeled bark of the fence rail, 

the muscles of its stringy feet tensed, its stick-like arms flailing. 

    She stood there again and found herself saying: ‘I sometimes think that that was all I 

ever knew of him: what struck me in that moment before I knew him at all.  When he was 

up there’ ... ‘before he fell, poor fellow, and became just ... someone we loved’. (Malouf 

1995: p 194) 

 

Undeniably, Spinks’s reading of this passage makes a certain sense.  The ambivalence that 

Janet manifests in ascribing a definite and fixed value to “the creature”, the kind of 

fragment that Fairley might be, is taken by Spinks not to be an acknowledgment of either 

“the structural interference between value systems that allegory institutes”, or “the lesson 

that no text can be read to a specific truth or end”, (Spinks 1995:  p 172) but rather as an 

example of the incapacity of nineteenth century accounts of national origin to provide an 

acceptable allegorical significance to Fairley.  The logic of Spinks’s argument thus dictates 

that Janet’s subsequent perception of Gemmy as “just ... someone we loved” be interpreted 

as a kind of failure of nerve - Janet has a brief glimmer of the truth of “inbetweenness” that 

Gemmy represents, but then assigns him his place as a member of a subject group capable 

of being loved.  Capable, that is, of being neutralised in his capacity to unsettle that group.   
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However, one of the problems here is that Spinks’s use of the notion of allegory throughout 

her essay rests on a piece of sleight of hand.  On the one hand, she is happy to employ the 

term in the traditional romantic literary historiographic sense as “dryly rational and 

dogmatic in its reference to a meaning that it does not itself constitute”.  Thus for Spinks, 

Malouf writes Fairley’s story as an “allegory of the colonial encounter with absolute 

cultural difference”, (p 167) and employs Fairley as a figure who, read allegorically, 

represents “inbetweenness”.  The interpretations resulting from allegory used in this way at 

least have the virtue of being falsifiable - the figure of Fairley posited as representing a 

liminal state of “inbetweenness” is, as we have already seen, an unsustainable argument.  

However, Spinks also uses allegory in a second deconstructive sense that dictates that no 

text can be read to a specific truth or end.   

 

This is obviously the standard conundrum for would-be deconstructionists - the very 

authority that provides the critic with h/er truth-claims is dismantled in the act of 

pronouncing those truth-claims, the outcome of which is that Malouf is necessarily posited 

as a writer who can do nothing other than, in a thoroughly typical romantic ironic fashion, 

critique and outflank his own “whiteness”.  If, however, Fairley allegorizes not the 

liminality that short-circuits the ‘white’ response to absolute cultural otherness, but, rather, 

emblematizes an attempt to deal with the manner in which the uneasy combination of the 

twins of British social reform, the lumpen-prole and the Aboriginal, function as a ragged 

fragment of a not yet understood because extremely complex history, then we are on the 

way to beginning a narrative of cultural legitimation - one that begins to undertake the 

work of reconciliation with the “ragged” aspect of our own history. 

 

Control over the details of Fairley’s “ragged fragment” of a life is, according to Spinks’s 

laconic phrase, “arrogated to the Governor of Queensland, an ageing politician (Beattie) 

and a nun (McIvor)”. 

 

This arrogation is in fact a remarkably complex affair.  Firstly, the Governor of Queensland 

is the autocratic, pedantic and profoundly humourless Sir George Bowen, a man who 
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“exudes an air of magnificent unreality” (Malouf 1994: p 170) and is constantly on the look 

out for “subverter[s] of the great design”. (p 168) The Governor in fact “lost interest” (p 

168) in the Fairley case as soon as he heard about it.  The Governor has a telling 

conversation about a note from the Premier to Mr Fraser, a character who, according to 

Spinks (as it seems all characters in the story bar Fairley and the aboriginals do), represents 

allegorically enlightenment and colonialist rhetoric.  The note reads: 

 
    ‘I have, after our brief conversation, been considering what might be done for Mr 

Fairley, whose position, I believe, was your chief reason for coming to us.  I have pleasure 

in informing you that I have arranged for him to be offered the post of Customs Officer at 

the port of Bowen, at a salary of fifty pounds per annum, the official notification of which, 

etc, etc.’ 

    He (Frazer] was astonished.  Had he made himself so unclear?  Was it a return for his 

‘understanding’ of a situation he had not understood?  Was it a joke whose humour he was 

expected to recognise - at the expense, perhaps, of Sir George?  Was it cynicism?  Was it 

large-handed indifference?  Anyway, it was what he took back with him. (Malouf 1994: p 

175) 

 

Once again, Mr Frazer is characterised explicitly as a virtuous man, a character capable of 

responding in a positively postcolonial fashion to Gemmy’s otherness. Mr Frazer, 

representative of “sentimental protestantism”, is also located as firmly other to the 

representatives of “government” to the extent that the motivations of the political 

machinery remain thoroughly opaque to him - something only to be guessed at.  The 

relationship of Mr Frazer to government is particularly apposite.  The sentimental 

protestant is transformed through the course of the narrative.  He begins as a 

“representative of the ‘white’ response to absolute cultural otherness” and concludes as an 

empathetic witness removed from the vulgar machinations of government.  This, it appears, 

prefigures the late twentieth century critical intellectual h/erself.  As the ironic 

schoolteacher George Abbott reflects upon Frazer’s capacity to agonize and to empathize: 

 
    Part of the affront he had felt as Mr Frazer agonized over the greasy rag of a man, who 

had never perhaps been more than a plain imbecile, was that in all the time he had been 

here, he had never once shown any feeling for him. 
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    But there had been something deeper, even then.  It was the fear that Mr Frazer, for all 

his embarrassing effusions, might be right.  That what they were dealing with, in Gemmy, 

might be closer to them, to him, than he knew.  Mr Frazer had accepted that from the start. 

(p 179) 

 

Spinks is unable to make a complete identification with the Frazer figure because she too 

inherits elements of romanticism’s ironic mode - represented, in the story, by Mr Abbott.   

Furthermore, Spinks’s grand theoretical visions at the expense of close textual analysis owe 

far more to Governor Bowen than to Mr Frazer: 

 
But Sir George has no interest in the facts.  He takes the long view, the long high view, and 

from there, since his mind has the same capacity to leap centuries into the future as back 

into the past, the whole of time being its sphere, the vision Mr Frazer has outlined in his 

report of orchards, not of exotic (that is, European) but of native fruit, stretching in all 

directions to the skyline, has long since passed the arguing and planning stage, the clearing 

and grafting and seed-and-sapling stage, and is, in Sir George’s mind, accomplished.  To 

descend to detail would be to miss the wood for the scrubby little trees.  The sort of thing 

he leaves to those who have a talent for it, who love to burrow and bury themselves (he is 

glaring again) in minutiae, dull fellows, dull facts. (p 171) 

 

Fairley is clearly only the second of Mr Frazer’s political chips - the first being the native 

fruit scheme.  Frazer is himself merely a pawn in the particular power struggle between the 

Governor and the Premier.  If the discourse of colonialism, in Malouf’s book, is understood 

as operating at the level of the complex, disunified and multivocal politics of calling “into 

existence a self-governing state” (p 168), Gemmy’s “inbetweenness” doesn’t so much 

subvert that discourse as remain peripheral to it.  Remembering Babylon may well be seen 

as gently raising the question of the place of the “ragged fragment” that Fairley represents 

(the twin objects of nineteenth century British social reform) within the history of the 

bringing to existence of that self-governing state.  This remains one of the main reasons for 

Fairley’s proleptic dismissal. 

 

Further, an extraordinary anecdote from Tristes Tropiques sheds a bright light upon Mr 

Herbert’s note: 
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An Indian, through some miracle, was the sole survivor after the massacre of certain 

savage California tribes.  For years he lived unnoticed in the vicinity of large towns, still 

chipping stones for the arrow-heads with which he did his hunting.  Gradually however, all 

the animals disappeared.  One day the Indian was found naked and dying of hunger on the 

outskirsts of a suburb.  He ended his days peacefully as a porter at the University of 

California. (Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 74) 

 

We do well not to make too close a parallel with Lévi-Strauss’s Indian - the anecdote 

serves to explain the advantages of the remarkable historical situation that American 

anthropology found itself in when its practitioners “not only had the best available libraries, 

but could leave their universities and visit native communities as easily as we could go to 

the Basque country or the Riviera”. (Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 74) However, Lévi-Strauss’s 

parable points to the possibility of a kind of analysis that differs markedly from the 

postcolonial as exemplified by Spinks.  Essentially, Spinks expresses a disappointment that 

the only thing the representatives of government attempt to do is to try to find Gemmy a job 

(rather than attempt, say, to understand the full existential implications of his presence).  

This disappointment is equivalent to the disappointment in Janet McIvor’s oversight in 

“loving” Gemmy.  Rather than persisting in following Mr Frazer’s sentimental protestant 

ressentiment concerning the inability of the Governor to understand the truth of Gemmy, 

we can interpret the passage as being a wry little comment upon the limits of government, 

indeed, if you like, the limits of governmental forms of calculability and reason.  The 

governor didn’t put Gemmy into a museum or a circus, he offered Gemmy a job - accepted 

him as a citizen, as a part of the clan.  A place was found for Gemmy in the community in 

terms of what that community understood of itself at that time.  We may well be forced to 

recognise some limited virtue in such an act. 

 

The second issue to take up in relation to the “arrogation of the details of Gemmy’s life” is 

the question of Lachlan Beattie and Janet McIvor.  Spinks implies, by describing them as 

“an ageing politician (Beattie) and a nun (McIvor)”, that the pair allegorise, at this point in 

the novel, state and church respectively.  The key point though is that, just like Adrian 

Trisk in “A Traveller’s Tale”, Lachlan and Janet function as marginal figures within their 
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respective institutions.  Lachlan has been, politically speaking, mortally wounded by 

supporting the cause of a naturalised German during world war one: 

 
I won’t win.  I’ve embarrassed the Government, that’s the real issue.  It’s my colleagues 

who’ll get rid of me. (p 191) 

 

while Sister Monica (formerly Janet) does not, shall we say, enjoy the full support of her 

own community of nuns: 

 
one of two of them had been  pleased to see her momentarily brought down.  She was, to 

say no more, an infuriating woman, in no way humble. (p 183) 

 

Spinks’s argument concerning Beattie is also contestable.  She argues that: 

 
Lachlan Beattie’s acceptance that by disseminating the fiction of the discovery of Fairley’s 

skeleton he was ‘tying up one of the loose ends of his own life, which might have gone on 

bleeding for ever’ (197). (Spinks 1995: p 173) 

 

is evidence of the “fact” that: 

 
Fairley’s contradictions, and the blatant discontinuities between different versions of his 

own self-representations, suggest that the reconstitution of history as the history of reason 

can only proceed at the price of a terrible repression and violence. (pp 172-73) 

 

Firstly, Beattie’s work of “disseminating the fiction of the discovery of Fairley’s skeleton” 

does the precise reverse of committing repression and violence: in order to publicise the 

story of the discovery of Gemmy’s remains - whether the story is fictional or otherwise - 

Beattie has to draw public attention to the unreasonable and unconscionable violence that 

led to Fairley’s demise.  Only a literal conception of the notion of language as producing 

violence can lead to the conclusion that the act of publicising an act of violence can be a 

form of violence itself. 
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Secondly, in order to manufacture her allegory of reason/repression, Spinks must make 

three “stiflingly” direct equivalences.  One - Lachlan’s life (story) equates with “the history 

of reason”, two - the act of tying up the loose ends of Lachlan’s life equates with the work 

of repression and violence, three - Lachlan’s “bleeding” equates with the “raw material of 

history”.   

 

There is no doubt that the correspondences to Spinks’s overarching allegorical structure 

might be made.  My question is, however, whether Spinks achieves her neat 

correspondence without an extraordinary violence, a repression of the text of Remembering 

Babylon.  Malouf’s suturing performance relies primarily upon a medical metaphor - the 

act of “tying up the loose ends” is a therapeutic act, an act that is performed deliberately in 

order to prevent an acute discomfort.  Is this the direction in which Spinks wants to take her 

allegory?  Is the reason for the history of reason’s injurious behaviour to be found here - 

that reason, in its suffering, attempts to prevent its bleeding by “tying up the loose ends” in 

order to give itself the illusion of wholeness?  In the curative act, does the writhing and 

tormented reason inadvertently bring violence and repression upon what is in effect its own 

blood, rasping at the raw material of contingency until it is running red raw?  The allegory 

sinks under the weight of its own ambition - the character of Lachlan Beattie cannot be 

made to stand as a metonym for a universalising reason intent on wiping out the traces of 

all possible otherness to itself. 

 

If the concept of Beattie “arrogating” the details of Fairley’s life is somewhat more 

problematic than Spinks’s allegory can allow for, the concept is even more deeply 

problematic in the case of the nun Janet McIvor: “whose principal concern”, Spinks argues, 

“is to provide coherent narratives of cultural legitimation and a rigorous demarcation 

between different orders of being”. 

 

Here we squarely disagree with Spinks. Janet doesn’t so much “arrogate” the details of 

Fairley’s life as mark the impossibility of fully comprehending them (“there’s nothing clear 

in my head of what he might have been before that” (p 194)) while using Gemmy as an 

opportunity for reflection upon what she does know of the details (“I sometimes think that 
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that was all I ever knew of him: what struck me in that moment before I knew him” (p 

194)24.  This mixture of lack of final comprehensibility as well as reflection upon that 

comprehensibility familiar to us from Malouf’s (as well Carey’s) work - Janet happens to 

be its exemplar in Remembering Babylon.  Furthermore, the argument that Janet spends her 

time providing coherent narratives of cultural legitimation only has force in the most banal 

kind of reading where on the one hand her status as a nun places her in a synechdochal 

relationship of representing the church and on the other the church is understood as an 

institution who’s primary function is to provide narratives of cultural legitimation.  The 

argument from synechdochy does not work: Sister Monica (Janet) is as we have seen a 

fairly marginal figure insofar as the church is concerned: the church allows her to get on 

with that which she understands as being her real “work” - her research into bees; their 

“habits and all the facts and lore that is the long history of their interaction with men” 

(Malouf 1994: p 143) : 

 
It seemed absurd, she wrote, that the business of nations (these were early days, before the 

full horror [of WW1] had come to them) should get in the way of work that had only to do 

with nature; which knew nothing, cared nothing either, for the little laws of men - even 

statesmen (Malouf’s emphasis). (p 187) 

 

Only an argument that would accuse all scientific research of being enslaved to the 

colonising imperatives of reason could be capable of making a case that Sister Monica’s 

work that “cared nothing for the little laws of men” necessarily equates with the work of 

cultural legitimation.  It may still be possible to make an argument that what Sister Monica 

is really doing is in fact counter to her own self-representation (ie in the work of trying to 

fathom something of the nature of bee communication she is really producing a coherent 

narrative of Eurocentric cultural legitimation). In fact the argument that Sister Monica is 

engaged in “the rigorous demarcation between different orders of being” (the precise sin 

that Spinks convicts Mr Frazer of committing) also only makes sense if one is convinced 

that she acts as a metonym for “Western rationality”.  Though there is no doubt that 

Spinks’s conviction here is unshakeable, there are a couple of problems that emerge in the 

analysis. 
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Firstly, a basic logical problem arises in that Spinks’s primary analytic procedure (the 

subversive, disruptive, destabilising etc effects of “inbetweenness”) relies itself on a precise 

and rigid demarcation between two radically separate ontological orders - “black” and 

“white”.  This radical separation of orders is not of the text she is reading, but a function of 

Spinks’s metaphysics.  The only kind of argument she can thus sustain is that the 

postcolonial critic somehow transcends the tendency of reason to “produce otherness in 

order to maintain itself”.  This leads onto the second and more important point: that 

Remembering Babylon is, in fact, fundamentally concerned not with allegory but with the 

symbol.   

 

Janet is literally the framing figure of the story in the sense that she is the first character to 

be “named” in the story and that all story events lead not to the final “truth” of Gemmy 

Fairley but to her final interior monologue.  Her relationship to bees figures the notion of 

the primacy of the symbol over the allegorical - the symbol understood as more than simply 

a relationship of simultaneity between image and substance but of the ultimate 

interconnectedness of things: “the world is seen as a configuration of symbols ultimately 

leading to a total, single and unified meaning”.  This idea of a single unified meaning is 

“the great secret” which Janet/Sister Monica, with her “research” into bees, is “on the track 

of”. (p 191) 

 

Spinks argues, correctly, that the central epiphanic moment of the novel is the moment 

where Janet “wandering through a paddock, experiences an adolescent epiphany” ... (p 59). 

(Spinks 1995: p 170)  She notes, in what is in fact a classically ‘symbolic’ fashion, that: 

 
it should not escape notice that the adjective ‘floaty’ wittily superimposes Janet’s image on 

that of Fairley, whose suspension between two different lives begins when he is washed 

ashore upon the unexplored [sic] coast of Northern Queensland. (p 170) 

 

Without doubt there is a symbolic relationship between the character of Janet and the 

character of Gemmy.  What should not escape notice though is that the noun “wings” 

 
24  See also p 199. 
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clearly sets the passage up as a proleptic intimation of the young Janet’s experience of a 

swarm of bees covering her from head to toe: 

 
    She just had time to see her hands covered with plushy, alive fur gloves before her 

whole body crusted over and she was blazingly gathered into the single sound they made, 

the single mind. [ ... ] 

    She stood still as still and did not breathe.  She surrendered herself. 

    You are our bride, her new and separate mind told her as it drummed and swayed above 

the earth. [ ... ] 

   Mrs Hutchence was only feet away.  So was Gemmy.  She could hear their voices calling 

to her through the din her body was making.  But it made no difference, now, the distance, 

three feet or a thousand years, no difference at all, or whether she was a woman or a tree. [ 

... ] 

     ... it was not only the bees themselves that had claimed her; they had been only the little 

winged agents of it. (Malouf 1994: pp 142-43) 

 

The ‘research’ of the ‘older’ Janet, Sister Monica, can be understood as not so much as an 

attempt to dominate the world by means of (an always delusive) Eurocentric reason, but 

rather as an attempt to relive her youthful experience, to regain this moment of epiphany: 

 
She would devote her life to these creatures, bringing to the daily practical study of their 

habits ... a bodily excitement that went back to this moment, under the trees, when her 

mind had been their unbodied one and she had been drawn into the process and mystery of 

things. (Malouf 1994: p 143) 

 

Sister Monica’s research functions in terms of a dialectic between empirical observation - 

“practical daily study of habits” (rationality?) and the “bodily excitement that went back to 

this moment” - a fully corporeal research practice well aware of its own positionality.  

Remembering Babylon then gestures towards a research founded upon the “process and 

mystery of things”: the moment of the symbolic “interconnectedness of things”, always, 

however, ironically aware of the researching subject’s relationship to that connection. 
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It is clear that it is the symbolic aspect of Malouf’s thesis that gives Spinks the most 

difficulty.  A precise example of this difficulty can be found in Spinks’s discussion of 

Gemmy’s initiation into the Aboriginal community: 

 
The fissure in Malouf’s novel between these two registers [the “objectifying idiom of 

taxonomic classification” as opposed to the “fragile lyric discourse of self-revelation”] is 

most pointedly articulated in those places, like the following passage, where Fairley’s 

tentative language of roots and beginnings infiltrates the omniscient third-person discourse 

to reveal that its polarising distinction between ‘same’ and ‘other’ is unable to account for 

a creature who occupies both of these cultural positions at the same time: 

 
Watching out for it, and for himself, he got into his mouth as much of its fat and flesh as he 

could manage, its name too, its breath.  What kept you alive here was the one and the other, and 

they were inseparable: the creature with its pale ears raised and stiffened, sitting up alert in its 

life as you were in yours, and its name on your tongue.  When it kicked its feet and gushed 

blood it did not go out of the world  but had its life now in you, and could go in and out of our 

mouth forever, breath on breath, and was not lost, any more than the water you stooped to drink 

would cease to run because you gulped it down in greedy mouthfuls, then pissed it out. (Malouf 

26) 

 

This passage, with its abrupt changes of focus and its fluid handling of pronominal 

reference, insistently questions the status of the narrative voice.  Who, we are compelled to 

ask, is speaking these sentences, which are at once contextualising and lyrical, generalising 

and the idiom of personal experience?  At times, indeed, Malouf’s prose reproduces the 

internal logic of a John Ashberry poem, as ‘he’ metamorphoses into ‘you’ and ‘they’ 

without appeal to any external point of verification that would enable us to enforce a 

distinction between these multiple identities.  Our difficulty with passages like these arise, 

I believe, because Malouf’s writing consistently enacts the condition that it describes, 

namely the capacity of the colonial subject to appear both recognisable and unfamiliar at 

the same time.  The contradictory character of colonial subjectivity is precisely caught in 

the involuted style of these lines, which mirror Fairley’s ceaseless shuttling between 

different versions of himself, and which mark him out as the ‘inbetween creature’ who 

excites both drollery and apprehension in his Aboriginal counterparts. (Spinks 1995: pp 

169-70) 
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Spinks rightly argues that “shuttling” between pronominal reference and “narrative voice” 

is a key feature in the novel, indeed it first occurs on page 2 where the children’s imaginary 

game is disrupted by Gemmy’s initial appearance: 

 
    Lachlan Beattie felt the snow melt at his feet.  He heard a faint far-off rushing, like wind 

rolling down a tunnel, and it took him a moment to understand that it was coming from 

inside him. 

    In the intense heat that made everything you looked at warp and glare ... (emphasis 

added) (Malouf 1994: p 2)  

 

This movement from a quasi-objective narrating voice that will at times focalise through a 

specific character (in this passage Lachlan Beattie) and at others move to a mode 

employing free indirect discourse (emphasised passage) is a basic narrational technique in 

the novel.  That such movement occurs throughout the text just as easily in relation to a 

character who allegedly represents “deadly Western rationality” as it does a supposed 

“liminal” character is a problem that Spinks does not appear to see. 

 

A far more sustainable case is that the shuttling between narration, focalisation and free 

indirect discourse is due to Malouf’s writing consistently enacting the condition that it 

describes, less in terms of the capacity of the colonial subject to appear both recognisable 

and unfamiliar at the same time, as Spinks would have it, and more in terms of enacting the 

very symbolic interconnectedness that Janet is gesturing towards.25  From this point of view 

then the notion that “‘he’ metamorphoses into ‘you’ and ‘they’ without appeal to any 

external point of verification that would enable us to enforce a distinction between these 

multiple identities” does not pose any particular difficulty at all - the passage functions as a 

simple mise en abyme de l’énonciation of the text’s gesture towards a general symbolic 

interconnectedness.  Though this gesture may be to some extent ironic, there is no evidence 

to suggest that, as an “allegorical” critic might have it, the story thereby becomes a critique 

of such an attempt. 

 
25  Just as it is impossible to pin down the notion of colonial reason in Spinks’s essay, it is in fact extremely 
difficult to pin down exactly what Spinks means by the notion of the colonial subject - Malouf himself? that 
which Gemmy Fairley represents?  It is also extremely difficult to pin down to whom exactly it is that the 
colonial subject appears as both recognisable and unfamiliar at the same time - the postcolonial critic in 
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The tragedy of Remembering Babylon can be understood in terms of the relationship 

between irony and the symbol.  Symbolic interconnectedness and the capacity to love are 

clearly related in the novel.  I have already noted Janet’s perception of Gemmy as “just ... 

someone we loved”.  Despite the fact that postcolonial criticism can only interpret this love 

as a kind of failure - an act of bringing Gemmy into the community rather than employing 

him as a technique to shake its very foundations - the issue of love remains absolutely 

central to the story.  This is evidenced by the trajectory of George Abbott who begins the 

story as an ironic, sceptical, and “unwilling schoolboy”, but, by the end of the novel, is 

represented by Malouf’s “neutral judgement” as follows: 

 
Since he had begun to love but also to forget himself a little, the world and everything 

around him appeared in a new light.  He regarded Gemmy very differently now from when 

he had sat at the table here, an unwilling schoolboy, and taken down the ‘facts’ Mr Frazer 

dictated. (pp 178-79) 

 

It is only when he has reached this point of understanding that he is able to “come round at 

last” to the idea that “what they were dealing with, in Gemmy, might be closer to them, to 

him, than he knew”. (p 179) Spinks’s commitment to the notion that colonial discourse 

must be immutable prevents her from considering any of the characters in temporal and 

transformational terms.  Abbot’s “coming around”, a “realisation” for Spinks, is interpreted 

as yet more evidence “that the reconstitution of history as the history of reason can only 

proceed at the price of a terrible repression and violence”. (Spinks 1995: p 173)  What is 

striking about Abbott’s “coming around” to Mr Frazer’s view is that it is precisely this 

“love” that allows him to enact the ironic but symbolic gesture of giving the illiterate 

Gemmy back “that piece of writing” that he thought held his life in its spell.  The tragedy 

of the story is that the moment Frazer returns with a job offer for Gemmy coincides with 

the precise moment of, as Spinks puts it, “the dissolution of [Gemmy’s] proper historical 

identity in the cleansing Queensland rain”. (p 173) 

 

 
dialectical mode, perhaps? 
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The basic problem for Spinks in grappling with the problem of Fairley’s “proleptic 

dismiss[al] from the text of his own history” is that she fails to adequately explain that 

dismissal.  Perhaps for the various reasons that I have been outlining, Spinks turns instead 

to “a more subtle response” to the question: 

 
Perhaps a more subtle response, though, to the question of Fairley’s textual ‘absence’ is 

that he cannot ultimately be accommodated within a narrative that desires to establish the 

foundations of a univocal and universal enlightenment ‘history’.  Fairley’s contradictions, 

and the blatant discontinuities between different versions of his own self-representations, 

suggest that the reconstitution of history as the history of reason can only proceed at the 

price of a terrible repression and violence. (pp 172-73) 

 

This is in fact not so much a more subtle response to the question as a restatement of the 

various answers Spinks has already provided to her problem.  Nowhere does Malouf speak 

of a univocal and universal enlightenment history, and nowhere in Malouf is it suggested 

that that historical work should not be attempted.  Malouf doesn’t deconstruct a colonialism 

represented as a unified discursive field, nor does he suggest that it is in fact a network of 

desire, displacement and repression which produces the ‘others’ that it seeks to dissipate.  

On the contrary, Malouf stresses the multivocality of colonialism.  At the level of Sir 

George’s “grand design” colonialism may appear as a unified discursive field, but only 

there.  Similarly at the level of Spinks’s grand allegory colonialism may appear to be a 

unified discursive field, but, once again, there and only there. 

 

Spinks is only able to stand in a relationship of J’Accuse with the various characters of the 

novel26.  The crime each character commits is that they fail to know Gemmy Fairley’s 

 
26 The most extraordinary discussion of moral failure in the novel is in fact that of Whittick and Charmettes 
(1996).  Whittick and Charmettes work systematically through each main character in the novel (apart from 
Jock McIvor - representative of "the decency of common man" [86] who becomes the quiet hero of their 
analysis because he learns to "see" the country in a new way [see p 88]) and accuse them of moral failure: 
Abbott, although he denounces his previous hostility towards Gemmy, fails to go public in this denunciation; 
Bowen fails to be anything other than "pompous, paranoid and ethnocentric (90); Herbert fails in his 
masculinity (p 91); Janet fails doubly: not only does she fail to resist the racist ethic of the community, she 
fails the community by abandoning it when seduced by her semi-mystic bee-keeping christianity (pp 97-98);  
and Lachlan fails because he basically abandons Gemmy Fairley (97).  After detailing this litany of failure 
Whittick and Charmettes, in an astonishing manoeuvre, turn the acid on Malouf himself: "Does [Malouf's] 
ultimate silence on the fate of the aborigines betoken a failure of resolve on Malouf's part to carry through his 
earlier incisive analysis to its inevitable damning conclusion or is the author simply relying on the reader's 
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essence.  This is a knowledge possessed only by the postcolonial critic: the knowledge that 

what Gemmy truthfully is, is the knowledge that Colonialism doesn’t know what Gemmy 

is.  Colonialism trusts that it will come to know what Gemmy represents, but 

postcolonialism knows that such knowledge comes about only when Colonialism 

renounces its will to knowledge - when Colonialism learns to become ironic.   

 

Postcolonialism is not only an epistemology.  It is also, as we have seen repeatedly, an 

ethics.  Postcolonial criticism is fundamentally concerned with character.  Spinks is a 

virtuoso performer of the three highest virtues of postcolonial moral self-formation: agony, 

empathy and irony.  The pain, the agony that the history of reason, the history of 

colonialism, causes her is real enough for her to seek flight from it.  Her capacity for 

empathy with Gemmy, for “in betweenness” as well as with the divided (post) colonial 

Maloufian self is obvious.  Her romantic and ironic distance from time (history), from 

space (symbol), from being (subjectivity and colonial identity), from writing (slavery), and 

from reason (binarist judgement) are exemplary.   

 

All the characters in the novel, in relation to the ethical fullness and balance that the critic 

has achieved, are incomplete.  For example, Janet possesses empathy and agony but no 

irony.  Lachlan possesses only agony.  Abbott possesses irony and agony but only starts to 

gesture in the direction of empathy late in the novel.  Mr Frazer, though one would hardly 

know it from Spinks’s account, is in possession of agony and empathy, but has no capacity 

for irony.  Because the novel as a whole, being larger than the sum of its incomplete 

characters, can be seen to possess all three virtues, Malouf himself can be understood as a 

virtuous postcolonial self.  However, at the same time that the ethical force of postcolonial 

literary criticism is derived from the notion of character, the force of Spinks’s allegory 

dictates that Gemmy function as a non-character - he is merely the emblematisation of the 

limits and problematisation of “white” reason.  The distance from romantic irony is 

negligible. 

 

 
cooperation in completing, unassisted, this final pregnant void in his narrative?  The text cannot be made to 
yield a conclusive answer." (99)  
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Postcolonial criticism shares many of Malouf’s ironic romantic tropes.  This is a more or 

less accidental overlap.  Postcolonial allegory has two primary aspects which have an 

incidental relation to any particular text or corpus it happens to analyze.  On the one hand 

postcolonial criticism is in the business of the continual affirmation of the priority of self-

reflection as a critical mode, at the expense of, say, “reason”.  In this sense postcolonial 

criticism is not primarily a knowledge, rather it is a continual avowal of the importance of 

the practice of moral and ethical self-reflection.   

 

As a result, the commitment of postcolonial theology/eschatology - when it moves to 

“political” grounds - is not to something resembling a “grounded” politics or history, but is 

rather to a containable colonial discourse that can always be outflanked.  The tragedy of 

that particular commitment is that, as postcolonial theo/eschatology is at continual pains to 

remind us, all attempts at containment are bound to fail. De Man's beautiful soul can be 

shown to spring from fantasies by means of which the writer sublimates his own 

shortcomings.  This is the precise meaning of the “fragile lyric discourse”.  The dialectic 

between the fantastic sublimation of the romantic writer’s own shortcomings and the 

always failing containment of the phantasm of colonial discourse is what, in the final 

analysis, constitutes romantic postcolonial literary criticism.   
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Chapter Five 

CONCLUSION: The Sexual Excess. 

David Malouf’s “A Traveller’s Tale” (Revisited) 

 

1/.  UNPRINCIPLED FORMALISM 

 

Unprincipled formalism has attempted to develop a supple and flexible reading practice 

capable of considering the complex of aesthetic, political, ethical and social interventions a 

literary text might make. By remaining "unprincipled", unprincipled formalism does not 

claim to have no principles.  Rather, unprincipled formalism defines the issue of political 

principles negatively: it attempts to steer a course between neo-liberal triumphalism and 

left romanticism.  At the same time however unprincipled formalism understands that both 

the literary milieu which it inhabits and the literary critical procedures it adopts are entirely 

invested in romanticism: unprincipled formalism cannot wish this away.  It can, however, 

remain unprincipled. 

 

Unprincipled formalism is formalist to the extent that it accepts that the work of literary 

understanding is fundamentally a form of pattern-recognition.  Unprincipled formalism is 

not structuralist: it is not interested in searching for deep narrative structures that are hidden 

from the literary text itself (but which help to generate it).  It is, however, structuralist to 

the extent that it accepts that the mise en abyme provides pointers to the interpretation of a 

text. For unprincipled formalism the act of reading is not an act of making the literary text 

conform to an external structure of some sort or other.  Rather, the literary text slowly 

builds up, according to its own internal mechanisms (which are in constant interplay with 

wider social issues) a structure by which it can be read and understood.   

 

Through the course of this dissertation we have been developing the concept and the 

methodology of unprincipled formalism.  We have also "put it to the test" and utilised it in 

order to perform the work of textual analysis on three relatively contemporary literary texts. 
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In the Preface we contextualised and lay down some ground rules for unprincipled 

formalism.  We considered the precariousness of the contemporary discipline of English in 

terms of its lack of a unified object of study as well as the fragmentary nature of its 

methodology.  We argued, however, that this was no real cause for alarm due to the fact 

that literary criticism remains fundamentally a form of statecraft - of asking difficult but 

necessary questions of a people and a culture. 

 

We outlined the "two-pronged" nature of our thesis - on the one hand the development of 

unprincipled formalism and on the other the critique of the nostalgic, romantic tendency in 

contemporary literary criticism, particularly in their postmodern and postcolonial critical 

modalities.  We recognised that despite our attempts to critique nostalgic romantic 

criticism, we remain inside its orbit - if literary criticism is a kind of identity formation 

(both at the national and the individual level), the predominant techniques we inherit are 

precisely romantic ones.   

 

We also recognised our political alignment with romantic critiques of contemporary neo-

liberalism.  In order to position ourselves between romanticism and neo-liberalism we 

utilized the work of Stephen Holmes and his defence of the concept of self-interest 

presented by early liberalism, a liberalism that was motivated primarily by self-preservation 

in the face of the interestedness of religious and political elites. 

 

The unprincipled component of unprincipled formalism then is the adoption of a self-

preserving middling position between romanticism and neo-liberalism - we remain 

strategically unprincipled not because we lack principles but because we occupy this 

difficult space between two competing political modalities.   

 

The formalist component of unprincipled formalism recognises the centrality of the work of 

literary regulation in literary criticism.  Unprincipled formalism draws the techniques of 

regulation that are inherent to the discipline of literary criticism (formal description, 

philology and hermeneutics).  These are combined with techniques derived from 

narratology and semiotics, in particular the mise en abyme, a technique, I argue, which was 
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inappropriately transformed into a technique of deregulation by certain strands of American 

deconstructionism in the 1980s.  As a result of this the mise en abyme lost much of its force 

as an analytic technique.  Part of the duty of unprincipled formalism is to "rescue" the mise 

en abyme and rethink it as an appropriate technique of literary regulation. 

 

By attempting to maintain both its political and its formalist components, unprincipled 

formalism finds itself inside the discipline of literary criticism.  It draws upon the 

techniques and procedures that are available to it from the discipline of literary criticism, 

while at the same time it is always testing the limits of the discipline.  Unprincipled 

formalism refuses to adopt a position outside the discipline of literary criticism or outside 

romanticism on the grounds that no such position exists for it. 

 

Unprincipled formalism recognises that both postmodern and postcolonial criticism are 

literary critical techniques that attempt to make sense of the increasing contemporary 

tendency toward global interconnectedness across all aspects of social life which usually 

goes under the name of globalisation.  Unprincipled formalism recognises globalisation as 

a multiple and complex phenomenon which may be defined sociologically and politically 

in quite disparate and often bewilderingly complex ways. 

 

Because of its interest in literary phenomena, unprincipled formalism understands 

globalisation as primarily a felt phenomenon.  From this point of view globalisation is 

understood as a complex and contradictory aspect of everyday life: positives such as 

increased general education levels, greater levels of choice and relative prosperity sit 

uncomfortably with negatives such as feelings of rapid change, employment instability, the 

commodification of every sphere of life, the sense of marginalization from real decision-

making processes and the sense that national governments are now content merely to be 

managers and are no longer interested in the "arts of the possible." 

 

As critical technologies attempting to make sense of the contemporary situation, both 

postmodern and postcolonial criticism are seen as valiant but flawed.  Postmodernism is 

deeply flawed on three fronts: aesthetic, historical/temporal, and critical.  Postcolonialism 
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we describe as a legitimate attempt to name and describe a specific set of social, economic 

and political problems and circumstances, but in the literary sphere postcolonialism has 

been captured by a critical aesthetic movement retreating into full-blown romanticism.  As 

well as this, unprincipled formalism is deeply suspicious of at least six aspects of 

contemporary postcolonial literary theory: it's profoundly negative sense of the nation, its 

profoundly oedipal relationship to English literature, and its unexamined liberationist and 

libertarian theology, and its reductivism, its suspicion of history as an analytic category, 

and its maintenance of a principled distinction between high culture and low culture.  

Against these, unprincipled formalism defends the notion of strategic nationalism, and 

remains cheerily agnostic concerning postcolonialism's oedipal relationship to English 

literature and literature's liberatory potential.  Insofar as postcolonial reductivism is 

concerned, unprincipled formalism favours a position of "situated openness" - an 

"openness" that is entirely aware of its own situatedness.  Against postcolonialism's 

suspicion of history, unprincipled formalism defends pragmatic understandings of history 

in the interest of positing the idea of an unremarkable and modest reading practice capable 

of listening carefully to what a literary text is trying to do and, by and large, “getting it 

right”.  Finally, against postcolonialism's rigid maintenance of a rigid distinction between 

high and low culture, unprincipled formalism offers its own "unprincipled" position. 

 

Chapter one explored the proposition that the mise en abyme is unprincipled formalism's 

principal analytic and methodological technique.  I payed close attention to the enormously 

influential North American poststructuralist bowdlerisation of the term in the 1980s, a 

bowdlerisation whose effects remain today.  I also considered in some detail Moshe Ron's 

important and useful narratological attempt to examine the primary areas of theoretical 

fuzziness and uncertainty in discussions of the mise en abyme.      

 

Because unprincipled formalism utilizes the mise en abyme in the attempt to trace the 

degree to which the individual art work understands itself as a manifestation of the wider 

cultural field (in the case we are examining we have referred to this wider cultural field as 

the meanjin literary formation), considering the degree to which the “determinisms” of that 
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field are concentrated in the structure and functioning of the literary text itself, 

unprincipled formalism favours a pragmatic definition of the mise en abyme. 

 

These two chapters, concerned as they were with contextual and methodological issues, 

were followed by three chapters which put unprincipled formalism to the test as it were: 

each closely analyzed a particular literary text which has emerged from the meanjin literary 

formation. 

 

Each of these readings ran a very roughly similar agenda.  The mise en abyme was 

employed to draw connections between the political intervention being made by the 

particular text and its generic and aesthetic techniques.  Each literary text made an explicit 

political or social intervention (A Traveller's Tale examined the issue of governmentality 

and Australian culture with particular reference to multiculturalism; The Chance explored 

issues of colonialism and the breakdown of civil society; and Remembering Babylon, 

examined the complexity of the history of British colonisation by examining the 

connections between the twin poles of paternal colonial governance, convicts and 

aboriginals).  In each case the explicit political or social intervention was connected to a 

particular set of generic and aesthetic techniques (The art tale involving a personal 

reminiscence concerning itself with the possession of a secret in the case of A Traveller's 

Tale, the science fiction piece which functions as a kinds of personal apologia in the case 

of The Chance, and the historical novel which interrogates the very history of which it 

speaks in the case of Remembering Babylon. 

 

As well as drawing positive connections between the aesthetic and the social, each of the 

readings explicitly counters a particular set of critical ossifications that have accumulated 

around the particular text.  In a Traveller's Tale this came down to an argument about the 

manner in which Malouf's critics have framed his work by a series of unsatisfactory 

conceptions of history.  In The Chance we discovered that a certain enthusiasm for a 

postmodern critical paradigm had largely hollowed out Carey's more explicitly political 

agenda, causing critics to misread or under-read Carey's actual political intervention.  In 
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Remembering Babylon we discovered that the postcolonial political agenda had imposed an 

unsustainable liberationist ethic upon Malouf's novel.     

 

 

 

2/.  QUESTIONS OF CAMP 

 

Unprincipled formalism has also attempted to heed Derrida’s call for “an invention of the 

other that would come, through the economy of the same, indeed while miming or 

repeating it”. Unprincipled formalism has attempted to follow this logic through some of its 

many inevitable consequences given the particular local conditions it inherited. The work 

of unprincipled formalism has meant that a scrupulous attention to the actual working of 

the text has been absolutely necessary, an attention which has on more than one occasion 

forced my work into a direct attack upon certain theoretical excesses to be found in both 

postmodern and postcolonial criticism. 

 

This very same series of interlocuters - postmodern and postcolonial criticism - will readily 

criticise the manner in which my somewhat seamless structure (private sphere opposing a 

public sphere that is mediated in a multiplicity of ways by the governmental sphere) is 

itself theoretically monolithic.  There is always, poststructuralism will remind us, an 

inevitable supplementarity to such an account.  By way of concluding I want to return to 

Judith Butler’s formulation that there is an “excess that necessarily accompanies the 

constitution of the self in and through the other where the identity so constituted is said to 

be autonomous”.1  If unprincipled formalism has all too rigidly named Malouf as a novelist 

of the Governmental and Carey as his negative shadow, poststructuralism will easily locate 

the “excess” that will “accompany” such hard-won identity. 

 

Adrian Trisk - narrator, mediator, and governmental representative of the arts - is a man 

who simpers and slides and dances on the spot, a man who, metaphorically at least, wears 

“clown’s make-up” (p 155).  He is a self-proclaimed “livewire and leprechaun” (p 131).  

 
1  Quoted in Rosalyn Diprose  (1994)  p 35. 
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“Though it wasn’t at all cold” (p 154), he writes up his report on his travels “comfortably at 

ease in dressing-gown and slippers” (p 152).  He saves himself from a certain 

embarrassment in front of the minister’s wife by doing “a little jig” (p 135).  When Mr 

Judge pays him a visit: “in other circumstances I might have got out of the embarrassment 

by doing a little dance.  But he wasn’t the man for that sort of thing, and at the moment I 

wasn’t either” (p 153).  Adrian’s “world” is one that speaks in an affected and exaggerated 

modality: “Oh Adrian, not another of your discoveries!  Yes, yes, my dears, Uncle Adrian’s 

at it again!” (p 152). 

 

In short, and inescapably, a question of camp.    

 

Ordinarily, in a critical discussion of Malouf, it would be de rigeur to make a case that, 

though it is seldom mentioned by critics, homosexuality is an important feature of Malouf’s 

work2.  Or, to point out that at best, the critical tendency has been to “read over” rather than 

“overread” homosexuality.  Stephen Kirby’s important and ground-breaking 1987 essay on 

the topic of homosocial desire and homosexual panic in the work of Malouf (as well as 

Frank Moorhouse) made the point that critical discussions of Johnno in particular have 

avoided the issue of the homosexual desire between Dante and Johnno.  Kirby makes the 

somewhat dubious assertion that this avoidance marks a more general critical reluctance to 

deal with homosexual overtones in fiction, but also makes the interesting point that this 

reluctance is a function of the ambiguities of the text itself.  He argues that in Malouf’s 

work homosexuality tends to function as a kind of excess that at least raises the possibility 

of social change: homosexuality works “as a catalyst to raise the possibility of escape from 

the strictures of provincial Australia”. (Kirby 1987: pp 392-393)  In making this case Kirby 

freely admits that in Malouf’s work the sexual component of homosexuality tends to be 

obliterated. (p 390)  The general point to be made here is that the generic determination of 

Malouf’s work as “high art” means that logically and routinely homosexuality will be 

treated in various symbolic dimensions rather than in terms of a set of “ordinary” issues 

pertaining to love, friendship, familiarity, affection, co-habitation, intimacy, care and erotic 

 
2   Indyk (1993), always at pains to demonstrate the manner in which Malouf's fiction celebrates masculine 
relationships, goes so far as to claim that in Johnno the elements of homosexual love between Dante and 
Johnno elevate the story to the status of novel. (16) 
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pleasure between men.3  This “symbolic” homosexuality carries with it the burden of 

marking the point at which Malouf’s “identity” is exceeded.  

 

 

 

 

3/.  HISTORY, SODOMY AND THE COLONIES 

 

In a recent discussion of Malouf’s work, Leigh Dale and Helen Gilbert base their 

discussion on the slightly ambiguous point that: 

 
imperial government was in many ways a government of the self, so that self-control was a 

metonym for, and the basis of control of, the colony and its people. (Dale and Gilbert 

1994: p 87) 

 

Dale and Gilbert argue that: 

 
The crisis of imperialism which results from a deregulated (sensual) body is intensified by 

shifting and elusive sexualities - specifically homosexuality - that further weaken the 

constraints of “self government” and intervene in the reproduction of the imperial self. (p 

91) 

 

This argument signals the return of that which was never for a moment repressed.  The 

argument is virtually identical to the ones mounted by Taylor and Dever that were 

discussed in chapter three, this time the challenge to cartography or the challenge to history 

 
3  In his analysis of (in his view homophobic) theorists such as Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, George Steiner 
and others, Jonathan Dollimore argues persuasively that: 
 

in our own time the negation of homosexuality has been in direct proportion to its 
symbolic centrality; its cultural marginality in direct proportion to its cultural significance 
... homosexuality is strangely integral to the selfsame heterosexual cultures which 
obsessively denounce it (Dollimore 1991: p 28). 

 
However it is not the “ordinary” commitments of homosexuality that fascinate Dollimore, rather it is 
precisely its symbolic dimension, on the one hand as that which is finally indefinable because so 
heterogeneous (“it includes cultures, institutions, beliefs, practices, desires, aspirations, and much else, and 
changes across all of these”) and on the other as that form of agency which problematises institutions such as 
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becomes a challenge to the Imperial self in terms of its (repressed) sexuality - Malouf 

posited as an agent of the subversion of this or that resolutely singular, homogenous 

dominant discourse.  Repressed sexuality (the constraints of “self government”) is brought 

to a crisis by one or other of its others.  

 

Foucault: 
 

What sustains our eagerness to speak of sex in terms of repression is doubtless this 

opportunity to speak out against the powers that be, to utter truths and promise bliss, to 

link together enlightenment, liberation, and manifold pleasures; to pronounce a discourse 

that combines the fervour of knowledge, the determination to change the laws, and the 

longing for the garden of earthly delights. (Foucault 1984: p 7) 

 

The truth of homosexuality as “elusive and shifting” promises, for Dale and Gilbert, the 

bliss on non-identity. 
 

It ought by now be apparent that this kind of analysis is severely limited when applied to 

Malouf’s work.  Consider for example the character of the colonial Premier of Queensland, 

a Mr Herbert, in Remembering Babylon (the character is loosely based upon Queensland’s 

first premier of the same name).  Mr Herbert is defined in terms of his binary opposition to 

the Governor of Queensland, Sir George Bowen: 

 
Mr Herbert lives at Herston with his friend Mr Bramston.  The house, with its animals and 

its model garden, is a joint enterprise, as is suggested by the merging of the young men's 

names - a Horatian retreat for Mr Herbert from the rough and tumble of colonial 

democracy, which he does not believe in, and the game, which does not quite suit him, of 

state making. 

    Mr Herbert ... is in all ways a gentleman amateur, but one ... who has set out, almost in 

the spirit of contradiction, to be rigorously professional in everything he does.  It is a 

matter of character.  He is painstaking, dedicated, self-effacing and smug - this is Sir 

George’s view, who suspects him, correctly as it happens, of reporting unfavourably upon 

him to his great family at home. 

 
heterosexuality, racism and colonialism (see Dollimore 1991: p 32). 
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    Mr Herbert, who has a good deal to put up with, regards Sir George as a madman, but 

one who he has a kind of responsibility for: an autocratic, impulsive, obstinate, 

ceremoniously pedantic, fantastical, profoundly humourless man with only one gift, a 

strong but inconvenient memory, which nature has bestowed upon him in compensation, it 

would appear, for his entire lack of sense. 

    Sir George is hungry for office and has a premonition already that the higher forms of it 

will elude him; not, he believes, through any fault of his own but through neglect, not to 

say malice, at home. 

    Mr Herbert is made for success but winces at it.  He does not despise office, even high 

office, but his austere nature and distaste for every sort of public display means that he 

would prefer it to be anonymous; what his soul craves is privacy.  He is weary of his term 

here, which he looks upon already as an adventure of his youth.  He is weary of Sir George 

and his infantile vanities and crises ministérielles.  He is even weary, at times, of the little 

boat in which, since he is fond of the outdoors and all manly pursuits, he likes to skip 

about on the waters of the bay, and of Herston, the fifty acres of Cambridgeshire he has 

established in a place that, once he leaves it, he will not revisit. (Malouf 1994: pp 172-73) 

 

Malouf’s coy little joke concerning Mr Herbert’s “sexuality” is further developed by Lady 

Bowen’s presumably unconscious but wickedly camp comments regarding Mr Herbert and 

Mr Bramston’s fifty acres of Cambridgeshire: "we are very gay when we go to Herston". (p 

173) For Malouf, colonial governmental identity and masculinity easily accommodates 

relations of familiarity, affection, co-habitation, and intimacy between men.  More 

importantly, any analysis of Malouf’s conception of colonial identity that wants to make 

claims to rigor needs to take into account the manner in which it is not one or other of the 

individuals, but rather the relationship between Mr Herbert and Sir George Bowen that 

represents Malouf’s mapping of the character of nineteenth century Colonial governance.  

Thus Malouf’s conception of nineteenth century colonial governance must be understood in 

terms of the relationship between the self-effacing but “manly” (and homoerotic) 

masculinity of the reluctant administrator Mr Herbert, and the autocratic and pedantic 

characteristics of the ambitious Sir George.  As I noted in the previous chapter regarding 

the distinction between Mr Frazer and Mr Abbott, it is within this set of heterogeneous 

contraries and contradictions that we will find something like a conception of the 

“colonising identity”.  
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This is not yet to take account, in the formation of the “colonising identity”, of the 

contribution of the women.  Not merely Lady Bowen but also Mrs McIvor’s endurance and 

stoicism, Janet’s religious faith, as well as Mrs Hutchence and Leona, the “young woman 

who lived with her” with their house “so unlike anything you would see here” full of “real 

furniture of a kind people had never seen”. (Malouf 1994: p 83)  It also means analysing 

carefully the “ironic classes of men” (Abbott, [cf Carey]), the sentimental classes of men 

(Frazer), as well as the “less cultivated” classes of men.  Gemmy is, of course, the “object” 

of that governance.  Malouf’s novelistic discourse, with its dispersion across character 

positions and episodes, simply does not posit a unified, homogenous, imperial self.   

 

For Dale and Gilbert, the Imperial self undergoes a “crisis” when brought into contact with 

“a deregulated (sensual - specifically homosexual) body”.   Imperialism, as far as Dale and 

Gilbert are concerned, is a resolutely singular entity: “postcolonialism, as a reading 

strategy, is important ... because it breaks down conceptions of the individual as a single, 

independent and discrete identity”. (Dale and Gilbert 1994: p 87)4  It is precisely 

“Imperialism”, they imply, that holds fast to the notion of the individual as single, 

independent and discrete.  The task of criticism is further to “resist imperial narratives” 

which are characterised in terms of an inflexible “linear development”. (p 85) “Imperialist 

representation” has a “habit” of “metaphorising the body”. (p 87)5  “Imperialism produces 

 
4 Dale and Gilbert’s notion of a postcolonial reading strategy that is important due to the fact that it breaks 
down “singular” conceptions of the individual clearly places them at odds with a far more nuanced 
postcolonial reader like Gayatri Chakravorti Spivak, who points out that: 
 

there is a real danger in thinking that one can easily graduate into a critique of the 
sovereign subject ... anti-essentialism is equally as fetishised as essentialism itself.  The 
idea that you can have clean anti-essentialist hands is nonsense if you take essentialism of 
transcendentalism as only a moment in a whole spectrum of things ... So once you begin 
selectively to use idealisation, empiricism, transcendentalism, essentialism, as positions 
promised within an awareness of the limits of (self) positioning - individual - collective - 
then you can see them to be strategically effective.  This offers a more practical take on 
poststructuralism than the kind of negative metaphysics that is nervous about essentialism 
always crouching around the corner. 
    It is only such negative metaphysics that would ‘oppose all notions of the self, the 
whole person or the constituted subject’.  (in McRobbie p 7]. 
 

From Spivak’s point of view, Dale and Gilbert are precisely negative metaphysicians. 
5  Contrary to what Dale and Gilbert actually say, we assume that there must be “virtuous” and “malignant”  
metaphorisations of the body - the body as elusive, shifting, fluid, leaking, dangerous and homosexual might 
count as a virtuous metaphorisation for postcolonial intellectuals. 
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an anatomised body always under threat, not only from disease ... (as Tiffin has shown ...) 

but also sexually”. (p 89)6

 

In the postcolonial critical game the rigid singularity of Imperialism is forever overcome by 

the repertoire of infinite multiplicities and heterogeneities to which “postcolonial 

intellectuals”7 have recourse.   

 

4/.  THE CAMP ETHICAL SUBSTANCE 

 

Of course the historical positivities don't really matter.  Andrew Taylor’s work, as we have 

indicated, has already demonstrated the manner in which the uncanny and the Lacanian 

imaginary serve to expunge empirical historical research from the debate around Malouf.  

The actuality of male-male sexual relations is irrelevant to postcolonial/cultural studies 

because it is not interested in describing that ad hoc, piecemeal and contingent history.  

Rather the category of the homosexual (with, as we saw from Kirby’s discussion, no 

necessary relationship to sexual practice) functions in critical practice as a quite routine 

form of ethical subjectification: a means for determining what Foucault, following Hegel, 

has described as the “ethical substance” of the critic.8  “Blackness” or “femaleness” might 

do just as well. 

 

Ian Hunter describes the practice of the determination of the ethical substance: 

 
this refers to the ways in which the individual determines what aspects of the self should 

be objects of ethical concern and attention.  At different times and in different cultural 

milieus it might be diet, sexual desire or one’s relation to God that is specified as ethically 

significant.  For the Romantics it was the relation between reason and the feelings. (Hunter 

1993: p 106) 

 

Maryanne Dever’s displacement of dominant spatial discourses (reason) by a revisionism 

that constructs space in terms of the open, connectable, provisional, fragmented, (the 

 
6  Dale and Gilbert  (1994) p 89. 
7  The term is Dale and Gilbert’s - see (1994) p 87. 
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feelings), is an example of one form of this romantic manner of determining the ethical 

substance; Taylor’s displacement of temporal discourses: history (reason) by the uncanny 

and the Lacanian imaginary (the feelings) is another; Dale and Gilbert’s displacement of 

reproductive discourses, the crisis of imperialism (reason) that results from a deregulated 

sensual (specifically homosexual because heterosexuality is by definition normative) body 

(the feelings) provides us with a third version.   

 

Dale and Gilbert clearly determine their own ethical substance by means of Malouf the 

author as well as male “homosexuality”.  As we have seen “Homosexual” theatricality, 

let’s call it ‘camp” for the moment; provides Dale and Gilbert with a technique for 

facilitating the decomposition of the transcendental subject: “transgressive desire leads to a 

relinquishing of the essential self”. (Dale and Gilbert 1994: p 93) 

 

Jonathan Dollimore’s compendious volume Sexual Dissidence is central to facilitating the 

kind of work on the self Dale and Gilbert perform.  The “transgressive desire” quote cited 

above is a citation of Dollimore’s comments regarding Oscar Wilde.  However, by enlisting 

Dollimore’s highly nuanced account of aesthetic homosexuality9 in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century in support of their particular program of romantic ethical self-

formation, Dale and Gilbert run a number of major risks from the point of view of what we 

might loosely call queer theory.   

 

First, in the argument that the specifically homosexual deregulated (sensual) body 

facilitates a crisis of imperialism, Dale and Gilbert not only repeat the practices of 

traditional romantic aesthetics as outlined above, they also blunder into precisely the classic 

homophobic argument mounted by George Steiner in relation to homosexuality and 

modernity.  Homosexuality, according to Steiner, manifests the “traits” of narcissism, 

solipsism, and lack of referentiality other than self-referentiality.  Narcissistic 

 
8  See Foucault (1987) pp 26-28.   
9  I refer to Dollimore’s subject as aesthetic homosexuality because, despite the fact that he makes much of a 
“turn to history”, his work represents not so much an analysis of the historical and legal record in relation to 
acts of sodomy and mutual masturbation between males but a highly sophisticated and dialectical analysis of 
the symbolic dimensions of certain literary and philosophical texts. 
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homosexuality is absolutely central to modernity, which, according to Steiner, manifests 

precisely the same set of traits.  Dollimore glosses this point in the following way: 

 
‘Since about 1890’, [Steiner] believes, ‘homosexuality has played a vital part in Western 

culture.’ Whereas heterosexuality is the very essence of ... classic realism’ a ‘radical 

homosexuality’ figures in modernity, particularly in its self-referentiality and narcissism; 

indeed ‘homosexuality could be construed as a creative rejection of the philosophic and 

conventional realism, of the mundanity and extroversion of classic and nineteenth century 

feeling’.  Further, homosexuality in part made possible ‘that exercise in solipsism, that 

remorseless mockery of philistine common sense and bourgeoise realism which is modern 

art. (Dollimore 1991: p 307) 

 

 Dollimore goes on to point out that: 

 
Steiner now contends that two historical moments, the one epitomized in Mallarmé’s 

‘disjunction of language from external reference’, and the other in Rimbaud’s 

‘deconstruction of the self’ - je est un autre (I is (an)other) - splinter the foundations of the 

Western tradition and precipitate it into the crisis of modernity. (p 308) 

 

Dollimore goes on to argue against Steiner in a manner that corresponds in part with my 

disagreement with Dale and Gilbert: 

 
Steiner’s ludicrous generalisations stem in part from the very notion of defining cultures 

and history in terms of a sensibility.  Even a cursory look at gay history and culture 

suggests that the sweep and conclusion of his argument are questionable at every turn, as 

indeed is the very notion of a homosexual sensibility. (p 308)10

 

Dale and Gilbert’s work must be understood in terms of the need it manifests to make 

“ludicrous” generalisations in order to do its work on the ethical substance that their work 

seeks to make manifest.  The major irony is, however, that despite the self-proclaimed 

 
10 We are not convinced however, that Dollimore’s own celebration of Camp - on the grounds that camp 
integrates gender with aesthetics:  making gender a question of aesthetics leads to a breakdown of mimetic 
realism (through the effects of convention, form and so on) and allows us to understand that the “natural” 
(gender) is culturally relative (p 312) - represents so much a departure from Steiner’s argument as an 
enactment of a fairly simple variant of it.   
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radicality of the project, the postcolonial argument is, unwittingly, predicated upon the 

most conservative and homophobic kinds of argument that are available to it. 

 

Secondly, Dale and Gilbert’s case represents an unequivocal endorsement of that which 

Dollimore presents as being the project of the nineteenth century aesthete Oscar Wilde.  

This is of itself no crime, but it fails to recognise the place of Wilde in Dollimore’s overall 

argument.  The quote that Dale and Gilbert cite from Dollimore that I rehearsed above in 

fact comes from a longer, and central, passage in “Sexual Dissidence”: 

 
Whereas for Wilde transgressive desire leads to a relinquishing of the essential self, for 

Gide it leads to its discovery, to the real self, a new self created from liberated desire. 

(Dollimore 1991: p 13) 

 

Dollimore’s argument throughout the book is that if we are to understand anything like 

“gay sensibility” (I use the term advisedly) in the twentieth century, then Wilde and Gide 

represent the two major poles of that sensibility.  Throughout the book Wilde and Gide 

stand in a dialectical relationship, and it is clear that Dollimore by no means unequivocally 

endorses Wilde’s project.  In fact it is Gide who emerges as the (ambivalent) hero of the 

book on the grounds that it is his “identity politics” that offers a complex, mediated and 

ambiguous way in which connections between oppressed gay subjects and oppressed 

colonial subjects might be made.11  Diana Fuss’s observation that anti-essentialism is 

routinely informed by the very essentialism that it despises is absolutely central to 

Dollimore’s theoretical agenda.12  Unfortunately, in their hurry to endorse what they 

perceive to be a univocal non-essentialist politics, Dale and Gilbert appear to have missed 

this essential aspect of Dollimore’s book. 

 

Dale and Gilbert do not really come to terms with queer theory.  This is most obvious in 

their reliance on the “containment model”.  They argue that Malouf’s “metaphorisation of 

the body is not an imperial reduction of it but an attempt to convey that otherness which 

exceeds textual containment”. (Dale and Gilbert 1994: p 88) Here postcolonial 

 
11  see Dollimore (1991) in particular pp 329-357. 
12  see Dollimore (1991) p 43. 
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"homosexual" analysis parts company with queer theory.  Dollimore makes the following 

argument: 

 
the anthropological analysis of containment presents deviance as a functional marking of 

social boundaries; what is forbidden or disturbing is situated spatially just beyond a margin 

which, in its dividing role, connects as well as separates the prescribed and the proscribed.  

But this spatial metaphor of the forbidden- just-beyond obscures the more challenging 

insight of the perverse dynamic whereby the other is internal to the society which marks 

him or her thus. (Dollimore 1991: p 215) 

 

 Dollimore actually has a bet either way.  He also asserts that the centre remains vulnerable 

to marginality because its identity is partly created and partly defined in opposition to the 

margins. (p 225) The strength of Dollimore’s work is his refusal to assert a singularity to 

the homosexual subject.  Thus, for instance, Dollimore argues that the notion of 

masculinity in the gay community is multiple: identification with, desire for and subversion 

of masculinity all coexist within the gay community because it is a totality that is not 

reducible to individuals. (pp 321-322) Obviously, however, because of his commitment to 

dialectics as well as to the notion of the homosexual subject as an oppressed subject, 

Dollimore is unable to draw the conclusion drawn by Ronald Hyam that because: 
 

human beings are naturally capable, at least in some stages of life and in certain 

circumstances, of responding to the same sex ... sexual behaviour between males [through 

the history of the British Empire] need not be a problem for us. (p 8) 

 

Dollimore’s stake in the issue is obviously too great to allow for the “ordinariness” of male 

to male sexuality.  The more general point for us, however, is that by relying so centrally 

on the containment metaphor, postcolonial literary criticism misses the subtlety of the 

arguments from which it derives its work. 

 

Postcolonial theory then, hastily utilises the “homosexual subject” as a category with which 

to help determine its ethical substance.  Homosexuality provides postcolonial theory with 

instant access to an oppressed subject with its concomitant multiple possibilities of 

“subversion”.  Unfortunately, in its haste to utilise the ready-made oppressed subject, 
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postcolonial theory blunders into the trap of both failing to recognise the sophistication of 

queer theory as well as buying into a certain homophobic moral conservatism that goes 

some way toward blunting its self-styled radical thrust.   

 

It is appropriate for postcolonial literary criticism to employ those aspects of other kinds of 

theoretical work that it deems to be useful for its project in a strategic manner.  However, 

the promiscuous use of queer theory by postcolonial theory will always lay it open to the 

charge of failing to adequately articulate the relationship between different kinds of 

oppression. 

 

5/.  INTERPRETING THE CAMP GAP 

 

My analysis of the limitations of competing claims to “fill the gaps” in Malouf’s story 

allow us to interpret the function of camp in “A Traveller’s Tale”. After Trisk, has 

delivered, “with all his customary verve”, his lecture on Arthur Boyd, and after he has 

expressed surprise that his  
 

Vale monograph, which isn’t entirely unknown to followers of the Diva, should have 

found its way to Karingai!  And into the hands of this odd, ungrammatical woman! (p 

134), 

 

Mrs Judge gives him her address and tells him to visit her the next day because, she says, 

she has some information she reckons he’ll be interested in. 

 

This exchange sets up the centre-piece of the story, the fabulously camp exchange with Mrs 

Logan, the local (C. of E.) Minister’s wife: 

 
  ‘Who was that?  I asked, and stood staring at the floral back. 

  Mrs Logan allowed her lips to form a superior smile.  ‘Oh that, poor soul, was our Mrs 

Judge.  She’s quite a character.  Lives out near the Indians.’ 

  My first thought , I should admit, was that it was a trap.  My passion for the Diva, my 

obsession we might call it, with her life, her records, her relics, is pretty well-known at the 

Council and I have enemies who would be happy to see me discomforted. 
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  As a matter of simple caution I pushed the scrap of paper into my breast pocket as if it 

were of no importance, rubbed my hands together in a gesture of exaggerated delight at the 

prospect of sausage rolls and pavlova (over-doing it as usual to the point where it declared 

itself to be quite plainly an act) and waited for Mrs Logan to move.  She did not.  She was 

observing me with amused but dangerous detachment.  

  She was a tall young woman whose husband had hopes of being a bishop.  She was 

bearing their period in the wilderness with a good grace but was impatient ... She ... 

seemed quite capable, I thought, of taking an interest in me, and in the unfortunate Mrs 

Judge, out of boredom, or because no larger opportunity offered itself for revealing how 

superior she was to the follies and passions of men. 

 ‘You mean to go?’ she asked. 

  I tried to laugh it off. 

  ‘Oh  well, it depends, doesn’t it?  On how the morrow feels.  I mean, you never know, do 

you?  Perhaps it will be a Mrs Judge day.’ 

  She seemed to find this very comical.  I did a little jig as if I too recognised the absurdity 

of the thing; and experienced a wave of nausea at my own impiety.  The bishop’s wife, no 

doubt, had other notions of what was holy. 

  But I had saved myself, that’s what mattered, and looked on the three sausage rolls I 

forced down, and the two slices of pavlova, as a proper expiation, and a proper snub to my 

hostess, who had assumed that in the matter of pavlovas at least there would be a certain 

complicity between us.  In fact I loathe pavlova; but this is a question of taste, not Taste, 

and I took two slices very willingly to make amends (pp 135-136). 

 

A series of signifiers of camp performance are scattered throughout the passage: “who was 

that?” - the catty judgement masquerading as a query; the “exaggerated delight” that was 

“quite plainly an act” and the performance of “a little jig” - camp as subversive - 

interrogating and breaking down the norms of mimetic realism by, in the sense outlined by 

Butler, participating in and performing precisely those practices of repetition that constitute 

identity; “the morrow ... perhaps ... will be a Mrs Judge day” - exaggerated and ironic 

caricature of an anachronistic determinism associated with a certain gentle self-mockery, 

thus jeering at the angst-ridden emptiness that characterises the existential lament; the 

“proper snub to my hostess” - by ironising norms of etiquette, that are taken to be natural, 

manners in a dominant social situation, are demonstrated as being culturally relative, thus 

hollowing out the dominant formations responsible for polite identity and Taste. 
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There is no doubt that camp plays a central part in Malouf’s text.  It’s there for all to see.  

What, however, is the end of this ceaselessly subversive performance?  Can camp do 

nothing other than continue to repeat the attempt to break down identity? 

 

Clearly these subversions can only ever take place in a marked-off ethical and aesthetic 

domains.  This is because the subversion is always directed towards a fiction entitled a 

“colonial mind” or “heterosexual mind”: as though these can possibly be discrete and 

singular entities.  Spinks’s attention to “the discourse of colonialism” as “enlightenment 

discourse” can have no effect outside of its very specific use within a marked-off ethical 

and aesthetic domain for the simple reason that in the historical and political domains, 

enlightenment discourse must be understood as being not only partially responsible for 

producing certain problems that result from colonialism, racism and heterosexism, but also, 

in Butler’s terms, for the very act of problematising colonialist, racist and heterosexist 

discourses.   

 

Perhaps, finally, the subversive performance needs to be understood less in terms of the 

substance it seeks to subvert than in terms of the position from which such performance is 

executed.  The endlessly subversive performance is a function of the literal social 

positionality of what Pierre Bourdieu has described as the new or renovated petite 

bourgeoisie - a set of occupations which he observed as rising in number and influence 

during the 1970s in Paris, a phenomenon, with the rise of globalisation, extending to all 

“advanced Western” economies.  This is the petite bourgeoisie that “comes into its own in 

all the occupations involving presentation and representation (sales, marketing, advertising, 

public relations, fashion, decoration and so forth) and all the institutions providing 

symbolic goods and services13 (as opposed to “craftsmen or small shopkeepers, [who] have 

suffered a considerable reduction in number”). (Bourdieu 1984: p 345)  These occupations, 

Bourdieu argues, are a result partly of changes in the wider global economy - “in particular, 

 
13  Bourdieu lists these symbolic goods and services as including: 
 

the various jobs in medical and social assistance (marriage guidance, sex therapy, dietics, 
vocational guidance, paediatric advice etc.) and in cultural production and organization 
(youth leaders, play leaders, tutors and monitors, radio and TV producers and presenters, 
magazine journalists) which have expanded considerably in recent years; but also some 
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the increasing role of the symbolic work of producing needs, even in the production of 

goods - design, packaging, sales promotion, public relations, marketing, advertising etc”, (p 

345) and partly from the needs of the incumbents of the particular occupation to “sell the 

symbolic products they have to offer ... to produce the need for them in potential consumers 

by a symbolic action (usually referred to by euphemisms such as ‘social work’, ‘cultural 

facilitation’ etc) tending to impose norms and needs, particularly in the areas of life-style 

and material or cultural consumption”. (p 345) 

 

Bourdieu makes the point that this “symbolic” sector offers its incumbents not so much 

‘vocations’ as ‘positions’ - positions that, Bourdieu argues, “are still ill-determined as 

regards both the present they offer and the very uncertain, and therefore very open, ie both 

risky and scattered, future they promise (as opposed to the predictable but closed future of 

the strongly determined positions)”. (p 345)14  Because of their actual and potential 

 
established occupations, such as art craftsmen or nurses.  (Bourdieu 1984: p 259) 

14 The Arts faculty has traditionally, of course, faced the notion of the risky and scattered future as a fact of 
life.  This might be one of the reasons why the Arts faculty is so strangely drawn to the notion of the 
indeterminate.  Once again an extraordinary passage from Lévi-Strauss, a passage which in fact manifests 
itself, finally, as the horizon of Derrida’s work: 
 

Around 1928 the various first year students could be divided into two distinct species, one 
might say two distinct races: law and medicine on the one hand, the arts and the sciences 
on the other ... On the one hand there was ‘youth’ ... noisy, aggressive, anxious to assert 
itself even at the cost of the worst kind of vulgarity; and politically to the extreme Right 
(of the period); on the other, prematurely aged adolescents, discreet, withdrawn, usually 
Left-wing,  and whose aim was to be admitted to the ranks of the adults they themselves 
were busily trying to become. 
   There is a quite simple explanation for the difference.  [Those] studying to enter the 
profession, behave as they do to celebrate their release from school and the fact that they 
already accept a definite place in the system of social functions.  Finding themselves in an 
intermediary state between the undifferentiated role of the schoolboy and the specialised 
activity for which they are intended, they feel themselves to be in a marginal situation and 
claim contradictory privileges appropriate to both positions. 
   In the case of the arts and science students, the usual openings - teaching, research and 
various miscellaneous careers - are quite different in kind.  The student choosing them 
does not bid farewell to the world of childhood: on the contrary he is trying to remain with 
it ... The arts or science student is characterised by an attitude of refusal towards the 
demands of the group.  An almost monk-like tendency inspires him to withdraw either 
temporarily or more permanently into study and to devote himself to the preservation and 
transmission of a heritage independent of the passing moment.  As for the future scholar or 
researcher, his aim is commensurable only with the time-span of the universe.  Nothing 
could be more mistaken, then, than to lead them to believe that their choice is a form of 
commitment; even when they think it is, the commitment does not consist in their 
accepting a particular datum and identifying themselves with one or other of its functions 
and in accepting the personal opportunities and risks it involves, but in judging it from the 
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indeterminacy, these positions “offer no guarantees but, in return, ask for no guarantees ... 

impose no specific conditions of entry, especially as regards certificates, but hold out the 

promise of the highest profits for non-certified cultural capital”. (p 358) 

 

This “uncertain” new petit bourgeoise are characterised in three basic ways.  Firstly, 

because they are both “living beyond their means” as well as trying to survive in the world 

of their aspirations, they are, as a result: 

 
constantly attentive and sensitive, hyper-sensitive, to the slightest signs of the reception 

given to their self-representation.  Constantly exposed to snubs and refusal intended to ‘put 

them in their place’, they are always on their guard, ready to turn docility into aggressivity. 

(p 345) 

 

Trisk, in his exchange with Mrs Logan: the attentiveness, the hypersensitivity, his 

aggressivity that results from being constantly on guard (the snub to the hostess), is quite 

emblematic of this group. 

 

Secondly, the new petit bourgeoisie exhibit as their most “significant manifestations” a:  

 
systematic pretension to distinction, [a] quasi-methodological concern to stand aloof from 

the tastes and values most clearly associated with the established petite bourgeoisie and the 

working classes, which give to all their practices an air of tension even in relaxation, 

constraint in the pursuit of a ‘liberated’ life-style, [and] affectation in simplicity. (p 362) 

 

The systematic pretension to distinction, the ‘constrained’ but ‘liberated’ life-style, and the 

exhibition of “affectation in simplicity” are all distinct markers of the kind of “camp” that 

Trisk engages in. 

 

Thirdly, if the indeterminacy of position of the new petite bourgeoisie: 

 

 
outside, as if they themselves were not part of it; their commitment is just their own special 
way of remaining uncommitted.  In this respect teaching and research are not to be 
confused with training for a profession.  Their greatness and their misfortune is that they 
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favours bluffing or euphemizing strategies, there is a price to be paid in terms of the 

occupant’s uncertainty as to his social identity. 

 

One of the effects of this uncertainty is that “the members of the new professions ... have to 

invent a new life style, particularly in domestic life, and to redefine their social co-

ordinates”. (p 360) 

 

This observation leaves us in a position where we have to ask some very difficult questions 

of postcolonial and postmodern criticism.  We are familiar, for example, with the argument 

that the basic constituency of Leavisite criticism was the “old” petit bourgeois.15  

postmodern/colonial criticism is a critical discourse that ceaselessly proclaims its 

commitment to multiplicity and heterogeneity.  Bourdieu’s discussion forces us to entertain 

the possibility that the remarkably limited set of oppositional cultures endorsed by 

postmodern/colonial criticism (gays, women, and persons of colour all understood 

aesthetically) might, after all, be best understood as representing the new petit bourgeois 

class. Criticism, in this analysis, is primarily an aesthetic and ethical technique facilitating 

both the invention of “new life-styles” as re-defining social co-ordinates.  In other words 

we’ve never left the Leavisite paradigm - literary criticism remains a thoroughly “petit 

bourgeois activity”, it’s only that in the new information economy the constituency of the 

petit bourgeois has changed. 

 

From this point of view, the political commitments of the various forms of 

postcolonial/postmodern theorists take on an intriguing aspect.  The old-style shopkeepers 

and craftsmen are now long gone from the business of literary criticism.  As the university 

sector itself is restructured and balkanized in order to become a host of competing small 

businesses, the various sub-causes of an ill-determined and risky new petit bourgeois find 

their reflection there: the anti-cartographer’s attempts to rewrite or even destroy the co-

ordinates on the map; the anti-historian’s attempts to re-write or even write-over the 

historical record; the inventors of new life-styles employing camp, that curiously asexual 

 
are a refuge or a mission.  (Lévi-Strauss 1978: p 66). 

15  See for example Terry Eagleton (1983) p 37. 
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homosexuality (“wishful theory” as Jonathan Dollimore has recently been describing it),16 

in order to re-define identity.  It may be unlikely that these are sets of “ironic remainders” 

which will facilitate social change, rather they are the aspirations of very particular and 

very troubled social positions displaying their social wares.  It comes as no great surprise to 

find that the wares on offer have no clear points of difference from the neo-liberal 

identification of the value of “freedom” with consumption and personal hedonism.   

 

 
16  “I cannot help but feel that the more theoretically sophisticated this celebration of difference becomes, the 
more experientially unconvincing it also becomes” (Dollimore(1996) p 527.  Dollimore’s excellent essay 
charts his own shift away from the aesthetic homosexuality so evident in Sexual Dissidence, see in particular 
pp 531-537 of Dollimore’s essay for a discussion that is broadly convergent with mine, especially his critique 
of Judith Butler which makes much the same point as my discussion of Dale and Gilbert. 
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